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ABSTRACT 
Student cohorts have been regaining popularity among graduate programs over 
the past few decades because they offer numerous advantages for students and can be 
molded to fit programmatic needs. The format of these cohorts range from open to 
closed according to the inclusion or exclusion of additional students during the life of the 
program. Although a number of graduate level programs employ a mixture of closed-
and open-cohort formats, there has been a lack of empirical research examining the 
benefits or consequences of mixing cohort formats within a single academic program. 
To address this lack of inquiry, this study utilized an explanatory sequential 
mixed methods research design to explore how students and faculty from 4 cohort groups 
of 2 similar graduate business programs assessed how a mixed-cohort format, where 
students started a program in a closed-cohort and moved to an open-cohort after the first 
academic term, impacted students' individual learning and development as well as the 
nature of their relationships—including the development of interpersonal bonds—with 
their initial cohort members and others in the program. The findings gathered through 57 
student responses to an electronic survey and interviews with 9 students and 3 faculty 
members suggest that there may be many ways of successfully mixing cohort formats. 
Students valued their time in the closed-cohort, suggesting that the closed-cohort 
positively impacted students' academic achievements as well as the development of 
student relationships, yet their thoughts regarding the ideal length of time with the closed-
cohort varied. The two main disadvantages associated with starting the program as a 
closed-cohort—a lack of exposure to diverse experiences and limited networking 
opportunities—were identified as the main benefits of moving to an open-cohort. This 
study also compared different orientation events and found, consistent with the literature, 
that orientation events occurring off-campus away from distractions had more success in 
helping students develop stronger relationships than orientation activities occurring on or 
near campus. 
The findings of this study suggest that mixing cohort formats may increase the 
advantages associated with cohort-based programming and indicate that graduate 
programs have flexibility in mixing cohort formats to meet program needs. 
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Background to the Study 
Graduate level academic programs continually seek innovative ways of engaging 
students in collaborative learning processes. A collaborative learning model that has 
been regaining popularity over the past few decades is student cohorts. Cohorts generally 
consist of a group of students who share common classes, activities, and learning 
adventures (e.g., Barnett & Muse, 1993; Yerkes, Basom, Barnett, & Norris, 1995). The 
hope is that these shared experiences will foster the exchange of ideas and help students 
engage in mutual inquiry and learning (Lawrence, 2002; Maher, 2005). The cohort 
experience emphasizes practice, problem solving, and real world experiences (Bamett, 
Basom, Yerkes, & Norris, 2000). Although cohorts vary in size, they are typically small 
enough so that students get to know each other well (Seifert, 2005). The cohort format 
creates a supportive and collegial learning environment (Barnett & Muse, 1993; Yerkes, 
Basom, Barnett, & Norris; 1995) that encourages students to exchange ideas and provide 
critical feedback, provides a culture for learners to support each other's progress, and 
produces a synergistic environment that increases the effectiveness of student learning 
(Saltiel & Russo, 2001). Cohorts enable student collaboration beyond the classroom and 
into students' careers. 
Student cohorts are not recent phenomena. Early examples of cohort-based 
programs are found as early as the 1940's in professional educational and training 
programs such as business, law and medicine (e.g., Agnew et al., 2008; Maher, 2004; 
Saltiel & Russo, 2001). Apprenticeship training provides another long-standing example 
2 
of cohorts (Saltiel & Russo, 2001). In the mid-1980s, a resurgence of cohort usage 
appeared when the Danforth Foundation's Program for the Preparation of School 
Principals provided grants to over 20 institutions across the nation who incorporated 
cohort groups in order to revitalize principal preparation programs (Cordiero, Krueger, 
Parks, Restine, & Wilson, 1993). Around the same time, educational administration 
doctoral programs began grouping students into cohort groups. Business schools have 
reintroduced cohorts at the graduate level and began implementing cohort-based 
education at the undergraduate level (Saltiel & Russo, 2001). Today, cohorts are utilized 
throughout higher education, especially in programs designed to attract adult students 
who may juggle school with work and other obligations (Maher, 2004). Since 
educational programs today exhibit a societal framework characterized by shared 
leadership and communities of learners, cohorts may be less of a passing trend now than 
they were in the past (Basom et al., 1995). 
One of the reasons that cohorts are being utilized at a growing rate in graduate 
education today is because they can be molded to fit particular program needs. Cohorts 
can vary in program length and the types of activities required of students (Maher, 2004). 
Depending upon program needs, cohorts follow three basic formats: closed-cohorts, 
open-cohorts, and fluid-cohorts. In closed-cohort models, a small group of students 
proceed through a pre-arranged sequence of classes and activities and end the program at 
approximately the same time (e.g., Barnett et al., 2000; Lawrence, 2002; Maher, 2005; 
Yerkes et al., 1995). In open-cohort models, students take core classes with cohort 
members and enroll in separate classes to fit individual or elective needs (Yerkes et al., 
1995; Basom, Yerkes, Norris, & Barnett, 1995). In fluid-cohort models, students are free 
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to join the cohort at different entry points instead of only at the start of a specific program 
of study (Basom et al., 1995; Yerkes et al., 1995). Closed and open-cohorts are more 
frequently used than fluid-cohorts, perhaps because fluid-cohorts closely resemble 
traditional class scheduling (Basom et al., 1995; Yerkes et al., 1995) and therefore may 
not offer all of the advantages of the other two cohort structures. 
In addition to meeting program needs, the literature suggests that the benefits 
associated with cohorts are numerous for students. Cohorts can afford students three 
main levels of benefits: organizational structure, intellectual and academic stimulation, 
and affiliation. Each of these aspects of cohort-based programming will be discussed 
briefly below. 
First, studies have generally shown that cohorts provide structural and 
organizational benefits by offering a well-defined course of study (e.g., Maher, 2005; 
Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006; Teitel, 1997) that simplifies the course scheduling process 
(e.g. see Bamett et al., 2000; Maher, 2005; McPhail et al., 2008; Teitel, 1997). Although 
some students viewed the lack of flexibility in the course sequencing as problematic, 
most students value the cohort's program design (McPhail et al., 2008). The course 
sequencing of cohort programs allows for an integrative curriculum design that groups 
subject matter together in a unique way that is made possible by the fact that students 
take all of their classes together in the same order (Saltiel & Russo, 2001). The 
organizational design of cohort-based programs permits students to focus on learning 
instead of worrying about curriculum or scheduling issues thus providing the opportunity 
for a richer learning experience. 
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Second, cohorts create independent and interdependent learning opportunities that 
allow students to be intellectually and academically stimulated (Barnett et al. 2000; 
Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006; Yerkes et al., 1995). These learning opportunities encourage 
students to take an active role in their learning (Agnew, Mertzman, Long-well-Grice, & 
Saffold, 2008), help students continue their individual development, and result in the 
development of additional skills and knowledge (Barnett et al., 2000; Seifert & Mandzuk, 
2006). It is thought that cohort-based programs facilitate higher levels of academic 
accomplishments, more effective learning (McPhail et al., 2008), and increased sharing 
and critiquing of ideas that results in enhanced mutual intellectual and academic 
stimulation (Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). 
Since each class in a cohort typically builds upon the class before it and students 
can forgo the time required to get to know one another at the start of each class, students 
continuously build upon previously established relationships and course material to 
develop a commonality of experiences or shared history (Maher, 2005; Radencich et al., 
1998; Teitel, 1997). This shared history makes students feel comfortable to share openly 
and challenge each other at a more profound level than in non-cohort classes, resulting in 
deeper class discussions (Teitel, 1997) and reflection (Basom, 1995). 
In addition, cohort students typically study in teams (Basom et al., 1995; 
Radencich et al., 1998), work on group projects, and prepare joint presentations (Basom 
et al., 1995), further enhancing students' collective learning experiences. Students 
indicate that cohorts stretch their learning because each person brings a different 
perspective, they learn different information from each other, and that all students benefit 
from collective knowledge (McPhail et al., 2008); by sharing in one another's successes 
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and failures, cohort members learn from their peers about alternative options, new 
opportunities, and other ways of demonstrating leadership (Basom et al., 1995). 
Third, cohorts can facilitate the forming of supportive social ties and interpersonal 
bonds among students that help meet students' needs for affiliation (Barnett et al, 2000; 
Maher, 2005; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). Cohort interaction often extends beyond 
academics and engages the whole person (Lawrence, 2002). Cohort members support 
one another socially and emotionally throughout the duration of the program (e.g., see 
Agnew et al., 2008; Lawrence, 2002; Mather & Hanley, 1999; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). 
In fact, some students indicate that the social and emotional support provided by cohort 
members is more important than the academic and intellectual support received (Seifert 
& Mandzuk, 2006). Cohort members assist one another in dealing with academic stress 
and anxiety and offer empathy when students encounter problems with coursework or 
personal issues (Lawrence, 2002; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). For example, cohort 
members can encourage members to persist when they feel they cannot continue 
(Lawrence, 2002) their participation in the academic program. 
The social support provided by cohort members increases students' sense of 
belonging and decreases their sense of isolation (Basom et al., 1995). Cohorts often 
generate interpersonal bonds that help meet students' needs for affiliation in an 
educational context (Barnett et al., 2000; Barnett & Muse, 1993; Maher, 2005; Seifert & 
Mandzuk, 2006). Affiliation has generally been linked to increased student retention and 
satisfaction with their academic programs (Rendon & Garza, 1995) and this has shown to 
be true for cohorts as well (Bamett et al., 2000; Teitel, 1997). A few studies have found 
that the extent to which affiliation needs are met corresponds with the development of 
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family-like interpersonal bonds generated among cohort members (Maher, 2005; 
Radencich et al., 1998). These bonds often extend beyond the end of the program and 
become lasting professional contacts (Barnett & Muse, 1993; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006; 
Yerkes et al, 1995). 
There is no guarantee, however, that students will benefit from the advantages of 
cohort learning as intended. Even though members of the cohort group may share a 
common goal of learning and working collaboratively, there is no assurance that a sense 
of community will develop among cohort members (Lawrence, 2002). The development 
of an effective cohort requires more than placing a group of students into a classroom and 
assigning common coursework (e.g., Norris & Barnett, 1994; Saltiel & Russo, 2001; 
Wesson, Holman, Holman, & Cox, 1996; Yerkes et al., 1995). Effective cohorts include 
both structural and communal components (Wathington, Pretlow, & Mitchell, 2010), 
which requires facilitators to generate a collegial atmosphere by planning team building 
activities (Barnett & Caffarella, 1992; Yerkes et al., 1995). For example, off-campus, 
intensive orientation activities have been particularly effective in stimulating meaningful 
social interactions among cohort members (Bamett & Caffarella, 1992; Barnett & Muse, 
1993; Basom et al., 1995; Seed, 2008; Yerkes et al., 1995). Cohorts must be intentionally 
formed to foster both collaboration and learning for students to fully profit from this 
learning model. 
Not all students benefit from student cohorts in the same way. Agnew et al. 
(2008) found that the benefits typically associated with cohort-based programs were not 
equally accessible to all students; for example, students of color and men indicated that 
they did not always feel that the cohort offered them the support and space needed to 
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honestly express their ideas when discussing certain issues. Even students who are part 
of the student majority may not benefit from cohorts as anticipated. Some students, for 
instance, report having difficulty working in teams (Norris & Barnett, 1994). Others may 
not appreciate the fact that collaborative work requires an extensive time commitment 
(Yerkes et al., 1995). Some learners may find cohorts more frustrating than rewarding. 
Even the strongest of cohort groups can encounter academic interference. 
Personal dilemmas can arise during the program, such as marital problems, financial 
hardship, or poor academic performance, which can negatively impact the individual's 
performance as well as group morale if the issues are not addressed quickly (Barnett & 
Muse, 1993). Student cohorts are not free of concerns or challenges. The tensions and 
issues that arise in any type of group are also present in student cohorts. These issues 
include the development of cliques, collusion, scapegoating, groupthink, competitiveness, 
a lack of commitment to the group, and failure to meet group expectations (e.g. see 
Mather & Hanley, 1999; McPhail et al., 2008; Radencich et al., 1998). Interestingly, 
however, "the concerns arising one year will be entirely different the next year because of 
the composition of the group and/or changes in the program structure" (Barnett & Muse, 
1993, p. 409). 
Although the literature indicates that faculty and students believe that the 
advantages of cohorts far outweigh the liabilities, (Barnett & Muse, 1993; McPhail et al., 
2008; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006; Teitel, 1997; Yerkes et al., 1995), some studies have 
uncovered examples of contradictory student experiences (e.g., Maher, 2005; Radencich 
et al., 1998). Studies have found that even students within the same cohort can have 
opposite reactions to their common cohort experience (Radencich et al., 1998). One set 
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of authors found that students' evaluations of cohort cultures were bimodal, either very 
positive or extremely negative (Radencich et al., 1998). These authors write: "A 
pertinent analogy might be that of a marriage which results in bonding and comfort when 
the relationship is a happy one. But problems in either situation can bring out the worst 
in individuals and result in much bitterness" (p. 112). Because of the collaborative 
learning aspect of the cohort model, students' cohorts have the potential to dramatically 
influence their graduate studies for better or worse. 
Statement of the Problem 
In a study of U.S. universities using cohort programs, Yerkes and colleagues 
(1995) found that 25% of institutions utilized more than one type of cohort-format. In 
addition to the use of multiple formats within a given institution, some academic 
programs employ a mix of cohort formats, where students start with one cohort format 
and move to another format in the middle of the program. For example, many 
professional graduate programs utilize a closed-cohort model for the first partial or full 
year of the program, and then move either to an open-cohort or cease the use of the 
cohort model for the remainder of the program. Despite the recent increased use of 
student cohorts in varying and mixed formats, most studies that seek to understand 
students' experiences have been conducted on closed-cohorts or open-cohorts, but not on 
programs where students move from one cohort type to another. The small number of 
studies that have assessed programs where students change from a closed-cohort to an 
open-cohort format have focused on the experiences of students while they were still in 
the closed-cohort (e.g., Maher, 2005) portion of the program. Few studies, if any, have 
conducted empirical research to explore the impact of a mixed-cohort format on students. 
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Bamett and Muse (1993) indicate that "separating cohort students or placing them 
in university classes with traditional students may create conflicts for professors and 
students" (p. 413). Bamett and Muse suggest that cohort groups should remain on their 
own if possible, yet they acknowledge that it is not always feasible for cohort groups to 
remain together as isolated groups. While a number of studies have identified that non-
cohort members often feel like outsiders when they are in class with cohort members 
(e.g., see Maher, 2004; Radencich et al., 1998; Teitel, 1997), few studies, if any, have 
focused on the effect that splitting cohort groups has on the cohort members themselves. 
The literature indicates that students could have mixed reactions to leaving their 
closed-cohort during their graduate program. On one hand, the strong interpersonal 
bonds that develop among closed-cohort members may deter students from wanting to 
move to an open-cohort. Students become comfortable with their cohort members and 
can become anxious about what will happen once the cohort experience is over. For 
example, an instructor cited a student as saying: "You mean after we get through the core 
program, you're going to turn us loose? Where's our next cohort? What are we going to 
do without our cohort?" (Maher, 2005, p. 201). Separating cohorts or mixing cohort 
students with non-cohort students may create problems for both faculty and students 
(Barnett & Muse, 1993). 
On the other hand, some concern exists that the comprehensiveness and 
permanence of the closed-cohort format restricts students' social contacts and exposure to 
different thoughts and ideas (Mather & Hanley, 1999; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006), 
indicating that introducing new students into the program at some point may offer some 
benefits for cohort members (Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). Yet even some of the same 
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students who expressed concern regarding the restricted social contacts afforded by 
closed-cohorts rejected an opportunity to combine with another cohort group because the 
students wanted to protect the emotional support that had developed among their closed-
cohort members (Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). 
Although it is clear that some students do not want to leave the comfort of their 
closed-cohort, it is unknown if changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort benefits 
or threatens students' academic achievement, their relationships with their classmates, 
and their overall experience with their graduate program. Since many students are 
required to leave their cohort at some point or make a change from a closed-cohort to an 
open-cohort within their graduate program, it is important to understand the impact that 
this change has on students. 
In addition, student cohorts are being used across academic disciplines. Although 
graduate business programs were among the first educational programs to utilize student 
cohorts, most of the current research done on student cohorts has focused on teacher 
education and educational administration programs. The limited studies that have 
included non-education programs have primarily been quantitative studies (e.g., 
Reynolds, 1997; Reynolds & Hebert, 1998) that do not fully describe students' 
experiences within the cohort. It is unclear if graduate business students assign the same 
benefit and meaning to their cohort experiences as students in other academic disciplines. 
Since many graduate business programs across the nation utilize some type of cohort-
based programming, it is imperative to know if this format is as effective for business 
students as it is for education students. 
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Finally, it is clear that scheduling students in the same classes does not ensure that 
a sense of community will develop among students. Cohorts must be intentionally 
formed to foster collaboration and learning among students. Yet despite the fact that 
orientation activities—especially off-campus, intensive team building or learning 
experiences—have been identified as a particularly effective way of stimulating 
meaningful social interactions among cohort members (Barnett & Muse, 1993; Basom et 
al., 1995; Seed, 2008; Yerkes et al., 1995), few studies, if any, have contrasted the 
development of social interactions among cohort groups who have had off-campus 
orientation activities with cohorts who have not. A comparison of cohorts who have and 
have not experienced off-campus orientation events is necessary to know if the cost and 
resources required for these off-campus activities are worthwhile and justified. 
Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to fill the void in the literature regarding how a 
mixed-cohort format, where students start in a closed-cohort and move to an open-cohort, 
impacts students' individual learning and development as well as the nature of their 
relationships—including the development of interpersonal bonds—with their initial 
cohort members and others in the program. There was a need to add to the body of 
literature in this area since a number of cohort-based programs do not rely solely on one 
particular cohort format, but rather employ a mixture of both closed and open-cohorts 
(e.g., Maher, 2005). This study explored how alumni from four cohort groups of two 
similar graduate business programs assessed their experience of moving from a closed-
cohort to an open-cohort after the first semester of their program. Since the two graduate 
business programs were taught by mostly the same faculty and were similar in structure 
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and curriculum, this study also compared how different orientation events impacted the 
development of student relationships. Specifically, this study was structured to gain a 
better understanding of the following research questions: 
1. To what extent does participation in a mixed-cohort program impact students' 
individual learning and development? 
a. To what extent, if any, do demographic variables play a role in students' 
perception of their learning and development in a mixed-cohort program? 
b. How do students perceive that their initial closed-cohort contributed to 
their learning and development, if at all? 
c. In what ways, if at all, does changing from a closed-cohort to an open-
cohort alter students' perceptions of their learning and development? 
2. In what ways does participation in a mixed-cohort format impact the nature of 
relationships—including the development of interpersonal bonds—among 
students? 
a. To what extent, if any, do demographic variables play a role in students' 
perception of their relationships with cohort members and others in the 
program? 
b. How do students view the interaction among cohort members in their 
initial closed-cohort? 
c. How does changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort impact 
relationships among students, if at all? 
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d. In what ways do students feel that the mixed-cohort format, including the 
length of time with the closed-cohort, enhances or hinders the 
development of interpersonal relationships? 
3. In what ways do different orientation events at the beginning of a cohort program 
influence the development of interpersonal bonds among students? 
The chapter that follows provides support for the stated research questions through a 
review of relevant literature on collaborative learning, adult learning and development, 
and group development as they pertain to cohort-based programming. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
To fully appreciate the effects of cohort-based programming, it is important to 
first have an understanding of collaborative learning as well as individual and group 
development. This review of literature will focus on collaborative learning, adult 
learning and development, and group development, specifically as these topics pertain to 
cohort learning groups and the development of student relationships. Although a few 
suggestions for facilitating group development are mentioned, the literature specifically 
pertaining to faculty suggestions and impact are excluded because they are beyond the 
scope of this study. 
Collaborative Learning 
Norris and Barnett (1994) indicated, "Groups empower individuals; individuals 
empower groups. It is a reciprocal process known as community" (p. 2). Likewise, 
educators are drawn to collaborative learning models because learning is seen as a group 
effort; each student is accountable for the learning of each of their classmates as well as 
their own learning (e.g., see Lawrence, 2002). Educators and researchers continue to 
gather evidence regarding the positive side effects of collaborative and cooperative 
learning models (Slavin, 1996), realizing more and more that "academic life is not a 
solitary, inner existentialist quest for learning," as Willimon and Naylor (1995) indicated, 
but that "it demands a journey outward as well" (p. 143). 
Cooperative learning provides a vehicle for students to journey outward to learn 
in conjunction with their peers. While not all educators have embraced cooperative 
learning unconditionally, cooperative learning is widely accepted throughout all levels of 
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education and is found in postsecondary educational institutions around the world 
(Johnson, Johnson, and Smith, 2007). Many different forms of collaborative and 
cooperative learning are prevalent in education today. Despite the variances, all forms of 
collaborative learning involve students working together in small groups or teams to learn 
academic material (Slavin, 1991). Because of this common focus, the terms collaborative 
and cooperative learning are used interchangeably in the current study. 
In order to understand the impact of collaborative learning on cohort-based 
programming, it is important to examine cohorts as collaborative learning communities as 
well as the roots of collaborative learning, the conditions required for collaborative 
learning, and affiliation and other benefits associated with collaborative learning. A brief 
discussion on each of those topics follows. 
Cohorts as Collaborative Learning Communities 
Collaborative learning communities actively engage students in the learning 
process and encourage students to discuss and investigate issues together in order to 
increase the comprehension of all students (e.g. see Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Slavin, 
1991; Slavin, 1996). When one student helps another, the whole group benefits; when 
one student fails to accomplish a task, all students are negatively affected (Lawrence, 
2002). Students teach one another as well as learn from one another. 
Collaborative learning communities offer students possible academic and social 
benefits (Jones, Laufgraben & Morris, 2006) that contrast with the risks associated with 
isolated learning, which include reduced instructional effectiveness, curricular 
fragmentation, hindered growth of professionalism, and a disintegration between 
coursework and professional experience (Agnew et al., 2008; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). 
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Learning communities consist of small groups of students who enroll in a set of classes 
organized around a curricular theme or a specific project and work together for a short 
length of time to achieve shared goals (e.g., see Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Jones, et al., 
2006; Seifert, 2005). These communities are said to enhance the curriculum, strengthen 
students' connections to one another and their instructors, extend learning beyond the 
classroom, and empower students to be more active participants in their learning (Jones et 
al., 2006). 
Cohort-based programming is a particular form of collaborative learning that is 
thought to offer numerous benefits for graduate students. Cohorts generally consist of a 
group of students who share common classes, activities, and learning adventures (Barnett 
& Muse, 1993; Yerkes et al., 1995), thereby creating an environment where synergy is 
present and the effectiveness of learning is increased (Saltiel & Russo, 2001). The cohort 
format endorses students' exchange of ideas, thoughts, reflections, and critical feedback 
and offers a culture in which students can engage in mutual inquiry and support each 
other's progress (Lawrence, 2002; Maher, 2005; Saltiel & Russo, 2001). 
Although cohort-programming is most closely linked with collaborative learning, 
since both teach students to work together towards achieving a common goal, cohorts 
have a lot in common with other types of programs that utilize group interaction to 
enhance student learning including accelerated class formats, collaborative learning, 
learning communities, cooperative learning, and team learning (Saltiel & Russo, 2001). 
While differences exist among these learning formats, all of these formats are used within 
the context of a cohort-based program (Saltiel & Russo, 2001). According to Saltiel and 
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Russo (2001), cohort-based learning is distinguished from these other collaborative 
learning models by the "intensity and exclusivity of the group membership" (p. 2). 
Primary characteristics of cohorts include defined membership, a supportive 
learning environment, independent and interdependent learning opportunities surrounding 
the achievement of a common goal, structured meetings over time, and intensity of the 
facilitated relationships with the group (e.g., Saltiel & Russo, 2001; Yerkes et al., 1995). 
The relationships facilitated by cohorts have been shown to lead to positive learning 
outcomes. Astin (1993) indicated that cooperative learning and frequent student-faculty 
and student-student interactions are among the pedagogical practices associated with 
favorable cognitive outcomes. In addition, Astin noted that frequent student-faculty and 
student-student interactions lead to positive affective development results. Wathington, 
Pretlow, and Mitchell (2010) found that cohorts within learning communities acted as a 
mechanism for increasing this student interaction and interdependence. The frequent 
student-student interactions encouraged by cooperative learning models inspires students 
to teach one another through discussions, debates, and disagreements (Slavin, 1991), all 
of which are discussed repeatedly in the cohort literature. 
Roots of Collaborative Learning 
While many people try to point to a particular seed for the collaborative learning 
movement, MacGregor (1990) indicated that "the work on collaboration in education is 
more like an arbor of vines growing in parallel, crossing and intertwining" (p. 21). 
Collaborative learning has roots in small group theory, experiential learning, and student-
centered instruction (MacGregor, 1990). Small group theory, which was initially 
expressed in the 1940s by Kurt Lewin and Martin Deutsch, has been applied to social 
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interaction skills and team learning activities in the classroom as well as the workplace 
(MacGregor, 1990; Webb & Palincsar, 1990). Experiential learning and student-centered 
instruction are often attributed to the works of philosopher John Dewey and psychologists 
Jean Piaget and L. S. Vygotsky (Johnson et al., 2007; MacGregor, 1990; Saxe, Gearhart, 
Note & Paduano, 1994; Slavin, 1990). 
Dewey, Piaget, and Vygotsky were all strong supporters of experiential learning 
seeking to find a way for teachers to help students link their prior experience with newly 
presented academic material (MacGregor, 1990). Some of the cohort literature points 
specifically to L.S. Vygotsky as one of the main contributors to the development of 
cohort-based programming (e.g. see Wesson et al., 1996; Unzueta, Moores-Abdool, & 
Donet, 2008). Vygotsky (1978) specified that learning is a social process that is 
dependent upon dialog and language. 
Vygotsky (1978) argued that it is essential that learning creates a zone of proximal 
development (ZPD) , which is accomplished when "learning awakens a variety of internal 
development processes that are able to operate only when the child is interacting with 
people in his environment and in cooperation with is peers" (p. 90). Although Gredler 
(2012) stipulated that interpretations of Vygotsky's ZPD have been incomplete or 
inaccurately represented, Vygotsky* s ZPD was known for linking interpersonal and 
intrapersonal processes and indicating the importance of group processing in program 
design (Saxe et al., 1994; Wesson et al., 1996). Wesson et al. (1996) said that following 
Vygotsky's assumptions, the cohort structure has the ability to facilitate the development 
of higher psychological functioning since it is a vehicle for both formal and informal 
social processing. 
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Conditions Required for Collaborative Learning 
Just a putting a group of students together does not automatically make the group 
a cohort, putting individuals together does not necessarily ensure that collaboration 
occurs. Sure, collaboration can happen at any time; as Johnson et al. (2007) indicated, 
"Whenever two individuals interact, the potential for cooperation exists" (p. 23). 
Although the potential is always present, cooperation only develops under the following 
five conditions: positive interdependence—when students work together to mutually 
support one another and maximize the learning of all group members; individual 
accountability—when the performance of each individual students is assessed and each 
member is held responsible for contributing his or her fair share to the group's success; 
promotive interaction—when individuals facilitate each other's efforts to complete tasks 
and achieve the group's goals; appropriate use of social skills—interpersonal and small 
group skills are needed for cooperative efforts to be successful; and group processing— 
the most effective groups take time to reflect on how well they are functioning and seek 
ways of improving their learning processes (Johnson et al., 2007). Some of these 
conditions are expanded upon later in a discussion of effective groups. 
Other researchers have also identified individual accountability as an essential 
element that impacts the effectiveness of cooperative learning (Slavin, 1991; Slavin, 
1996). Webb and Palincsar (1996) indicated that there are three common goal structures 
in cooperative learning: cooperative goal structures—where members attain their 
individual goals only if the group is successful; competitive structures—where the efforts 
of one individual interfere with the attainment of another individual's goals; and 
individualistic structures—where the goal-oriented efforts of each individual have no 
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consequences for the attainment of others' goals. Slavin (1996) posited that "reviewers 
of cooperative learning literature have long concluded that cooperative learning has its 
greatest effects on student learning when groups are recognized or rewarded based on 
individual learning of their members" (p. 54). Although a few researchers have found 
that competitive goal structures are more effective than cooperative structures (Webb & 
Palincsar, 1996), extensive research corroborates the claim that students learn more in 
cooperative settings than competitive settings (Johnson et al., 2007; MacGregor, 1990). 
Affiliation and Other Benefits Associated with Collaborative Learning 
Collaborative learning has consistently been associated with positive effects 
beyond having students help one another learn (MacGregor, 1990; Slavin, 1991; Slavin, 
1996). Cooperative learning has been associated with positive effects on diverse 
outcomes including self-esteem, intergroup relations, and attitudes toward school 
(Johnson et al., 2007; Slavin, 1991). In addition, collaborative learning communities can 
help meet students' needs for affiliation in an educational context. 
Cooperative attitudes have also been found to promote positive interpersonal 
relationships (Johnson et al., 2007; Slavin, 1991) that help meet students' needs for 
affiliation in an educational context (e.g. see Maher, 2005; Radencich et al., 1998). 
Affiliation has been linked to increased student retention and satisfaction with programs 
(Tinto, 1975). The desire for adult learners to be connected or supportive of each other's 
learning—or affiliation—has received increased over the past few decades (Barnett & 
Caffarella, 1992). Tinto (1997) said that academic and social integration must occur in 
the classroom for students who commute to college. Because of this, the interaction 
among cohort members may be predominantly beneficial for adult students because 
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students can feel a sense of involvement and inclusion without being required to spend 
time on out-of-class activities (Reynolds & Hebert, 1995; Tinto, 1997). 
Similar to the need for affiliation is students' need for feelings of relatedness or 
connectedness with others (Beachboard, Beachboard, Li, & Adkison, 2011). Feelings of 
relatedness among cohorts have also been linked with improved learning outcomes. 
Beachboard et al. (2011) found that the increased feelings of relatedness to peers and 
faculty and higher order thinking among cohort students was a substantial predictor of 
outcomes relevant to literacy, critical thinking, and job preparation. 
The affiliation and relatedness needs of cohort members are an important aspect 
of a cohort's development that should be addressed in the initial stages of cohort 
development (Beachboard et al., 2011; Barnett & Caffarella, 1992). Affiliation can be a 
potent motivator for learning as an adult, especially among women (Barnett & Muse, 
1993). A discussion on adult learning and development follows. 
Adult Learning and Development 
The goal of cohort-based programs is to further engage students in their own 
learning and development process. As Norris and Barnett (1994) indicated, "Individuals 
are supported, affirmed, and inspired in groups—they are transformed" (p. 2). Before 
student cohorts or any curriculum format may be fully appreciated, the nature of adult 
learning and development must be considered (Norris & Barnett, 1994). The nature of 
adult learning is discussed below as it pertains to the andragogical model of learning, 
levels of development, and learning contexts and is relevant to cohort-based programing. 
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The Andragogical Model of Learning 
The most well-known understanding of how adults leam best stems from 
Knowles's andragogical model of instruction (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991). Knowles 
(1984) defines andragogy as "the art and science of helping adults learn" (p. 6). Knowles 
developed the andragogical model in his attempt to distinguish adult learners from 
children. When the andragogical model was created, it was different from past models, 
as it was learner-centered as opposed to instructor-centered (Knowles, 1984; Merriam & 
Caffarella, 1991). While more recently there has been an appeal to merge the extreme 
between learner-centered models and instructor-centered models (Merriam & Caffarella, 
1991; Taylor, Marienau, & Fiddler, 2000), the andragogical model has been important in 
the understanding of adult learning (Taylor et al., 2000). According to Knowles, the 
andragogical model includes the following inherent assumptions about adult learners: 
they are self-directing, they bring with them a certain quality and quantity of experience, 
they are ready to learn when they experience a need to know something, they enter an 
educational program or activity with a "life-centered, task-centered, or problem-centered 
orientation to learning" (p. 12), and they are most likely to respond to internal 
motivations. Each of these assumptions about adult learners will be discussed briefly. 
Self-directed learning. Knowles (1984) indicates that adult learners are self-
directing, indicating that this assumption stems in part from the psychological definition 
he poses of an adult—an adult is "one who has arrived at a self-concept of being 
responsible for one's own life, of being self-directing" (p. 9). Interestingly, even though 
adults may be self-directing in most aspects of their lives, once they step into the 
classroom they often become dependent learners and want the instructor to explicitly 
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outline their expectations (Knowles, 1984; Taylor et al., 2000). Yet if adult students are 
treated like children, Knowles says that the adults will face an internal conflict with their 
deeper need to be self-directing. Knowles suggested that orientation activities at the 
beginning of an educational program potentially avoid this conflict by helping adult 
learners transition from being dependent learners to self-directed learners. 
In an ethnographic study, Ennis, Mueller, Hettrick, Chepyator-Thomson, Zhang, 
Rudd, Zhu, Ruhm, and Bebetsos (1989) looked at the social climate of adult learning 
circumstances and found that decision making, a self-directed activity, was instrumental 
in the perceived quality of the adult learning experience. The study found that instructors 
shared class management decisions with students, including decisions about where and 
with whom students would work, but did not decisions regarding teaching methodology. 
Students' seemed to accept the instructor selecting the teaching methodology, even when 
the methodology utilized was teacher-centered instead of learner-centered, indicating that 
traditional teaching models are still accepted by students (Ennis et al., 1989), especially 
when students are able to self-direct some aspects of their own learning. 
The cohort format encourages students to take an active role in their learning 
(Agnew et al., 2008). Many cohort programs incorporate opportunities for students to 
engage in the self-reflection that is needed for students to merge theory and practice 
(Barnett & Muse, 1993). During such reflective activities, Barnett and Muse (1993) 
suggest that students have an opportunity to influence the topics of discussion when they 
share examples from their own experience, which empowers students to take 
responsibility for some of the curriculum and learning that occurs, rather than depending 
on the faculty to dictate the learning objectives. 
Work and life experience. Knowles' (1984) andragogical model assumes that 
adults and children vary in part because of the quantity and quality of life experiences 
that adults bring into the classroom. Similarly, these life experiences have been 
repeatedly identified by educational writers as a key differentiator between learning as an 
adult and learning as a child (Barnett & Caffarella, 1992). In addition, "if accumulated 
life experiences differentiate children from adults, they also differentiate one adult from 
another" (Barnett & Caffarella, 1992, p. 12). Examples of how cohorts encourage 
students to bring their own experience into the classroom are abundant (e.g. Barnett & 
Caffarella, 1992; Barnett & Muse, 1993; McPhail et al., 2008). 
These life experiences allow adults to be the "richest resources for one another" 
(Knowles, 1994, p. 10). Knowles indicated that it is because students are such a strong 
resource for one another that group discussions and simulations are widely used in 
educational settings for adults. Similarly, cohort students often participate in teams 
(Basom et al., 1995; Radencich et al., 1998), work on group projects, and prepare joint 
presentations (Basom et al., 1995), thereby affording cohort students the opportunity to 
experience joint learning experiences that further enhance their learning. Each student in 
the cohort brings a different perspective, allowing students to learn different information 
from each other and expand their collective knowledge (McPhail et al., 2008). 
Readiness to learn. Knowles (1984) found that adults have a desire to learn 
when they identify a skill or set of knowledge that is needed for them to perform more 
effectively. This need can be induced by effective role models or a diagnostic 
experience, such as career planning or needs assessment, but Knowles said that this need 
is often triggered when adults experience a life change, such as a divorce or death, or 
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transition from one developmental stage to another. Many developmental theorists, 
including Erik Erikson and Robert Kegan, describe various phases or stages of 
development. An understanding of these stages can be helpful in understanding the 
compatibility of the cohort structure for student learning (Norris & Barnett, 1994). 
Erikson (1980) describes human development in eight stages, each requiring 
individuals have to overcome a conflict, which individuals progress through as they age. 
Of particular relevance to graduate-level student cohorts is the first of the adult stages, 
where individuals have to overcome a conflict between intimacy and isolation. 
According to Erikson, real intimacy is first possible in this stage. "The youth who is not 
sure of his identity shies away from interpersonal intimacy; but the surer he becomes of 
himself, the more he seeks it in the form of friendship, combat, leadership, love, and 
inspiration" (Erikson, 1980, p. 101). Successful resolution of the intimacy versus 
isolation conflict results in an adult's ability to truly care for others. 
Kegan, on the other hand, provides an example of a developmental theorist who 
describes stages of development in regards to levels, positions, and ultimate 
developmental goals rather than age (Merriam & Caffarella, 1991). Kegan (1982) 
considers a person as a maker of meaning throughout his or her lifetime and offers a 
constructive-developmental model consisting of six stages: incorporative, impulsive, 
imperial, interpersonal, institutional, and inter-individual. In each of Kegan's 
developmental stages the resolution of the tension between the yearning for inclusion or 
integration and the yearning for distinction or differentiation is present. Kegan believes 
that each person's development is an element of his or her own creation; individuals are 
present and actively involved in their own developmental process. Kegan's constructive-
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developmental perspective emphasizes that development is a dynamic process. An 
individual's development is continually changing based upon how they are held in the 
context of their environment at any given time. An individual is independent and part of 
something else at the same time; the two cannot be viewed in isolation. This is the main 
difference between Erikson and Kegan's theories: Erikson makes no distinction between 
self and other life—between distress or comfort that has its origins in self and that which 
is part of another (Kegan, 1982). It is important to note that while human developmental 
processes are sequential, people of similar age and phase of life can be at different stages 
of development (Kegan, 1982), thus adults are ready to learn at different points in the 
lifecycle. 
Orientation for learning. Knowles (1984) said that "adults do not learn for the 
sake of learning; they learn in order to perform a task, solve a problem, or live in a more 
satisfying way" (p. 12). Therefore, once adults are motivated to learn, they approach 
learning with an orientation that is life-, task-, or problem-centered (Knowles, 1984). 
Because of this, Knowles suggested that courses should be framed around life situations 
instead of subject matter units. He also suggested that students need to be aware of the 
relevance of what they are learning to their desired outcome. 
In their study regarding the social climate of adult learning circumstances, Ennis 
et al. (1989) suggested that shared decision making helped establish a sense of trust that 
allowed students to feel comfortable discussing toptics of interest. Examples of these 
types of discussions regarding topics of interest are often found in the cohort literature. 
For example, Agnew et al. (2008) found that cohorts provided students a safe space to 
discuss and explore controversial issues such as race, culture, and gender; Wathington et 
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al. (2010) similarly found that the familiarity and comfort that students find in cohorts 
facilitated risk-taking. Ennis et al. found that students "indicated that these discussions 
expanded their understanding of the content and assisted them in placing the information 
within a relevant context in their own lives" (p. 85). 
Internal motivation. While adults do respond to external motivators, including 
salary increases, Knowles' (1984) andragogical model indicates that the strongest 
motivators for adults are internal. Internal motivators include self-esteem, self-
confidence, and self-actualization (Knowles, 1984). As previously discussed, several 
researchers have found that collaborative learning techniques increase self-esteem 
(Slavin, 1991). Internal and external motivation is an area that has not been widely 
addressed in the literature specifically pertaining to adult cohort-based programming. 
Levels of Development 
Students exhibit diversity in the way that they exhibit knowledge, even if they are 
of similar in age and are in a similar phrase of life as other students in the group (Drago-
Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Broderick, et al., 2001). Growth can be understood as 
occurring along a continuum of successive and qualitatively different levels of 
development (Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, et al., 2001). The three most 
common levels of development or ways of knowing or making sense of experiences in 
adulthood are instrumental, socializing, and self-authorizing (Drago-Severson, Helsing, 
Kegan, Broderick, et al., 2001; Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, et al., 2001). 
Instrumental learners have an external, transactional orientation of the world; they 
accumulate facts and focus on finding the right answers. Socializing learners identify self 
in relation to others; they are motivated to learn and look to others for knowledge. Self-
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authorizing learners take possession of their own internal authority; they are comfortable 
generating their own ideas and evaluating their learning based upon self-constructed 
goals. Just as effective educational programs recognize students' developmental 
diversity and support their growth accordingly, cohorts provide an effective learning 
context for students at each of the three common levels of development to learn and grow 
(Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, et al., 2001). 
Learning Contexts 
Students at various stages of development require different forms of support and 
challenge from their learning environments that can be found in a specific context or 
holding environment (Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, et al., 2001; Kegan, 1982). 
A solid holding environment serves three purposes: it holds on, lets go, and remains in 
place. An educational holding environment must allow students to hold on to an 
environment that provides appropriate supports; it must let go of students, challenging 
them to grow beyond their current ways of knowing; and it must remain in place, 
providing students with stability while affording students the opportunity to reconstruct 
relationships in a manner that supports who the student has become. 
In a study of three cohorts, a closed-cohort, an open-cohort, and a fluid-cohort, 
Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, and colleagues (2001) found that cohorts 
challenged student learning in an environment that supported them as they met those 
challenges. The adult students in the study identified three key roles that the cohort 
played in their own development: (1) the cohort served as a holding environment for 
academic learning; (2) the cohort provided a context for students to provide emotional 
support for one another; and (3) the cohort challenged students to broaden their 
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perspectives. Other researchers have identified similar cohort roles (Basom et al., 1995; 
Teitel, 1997). Each of these key roles is expanded upon below. 
Academic learning. Learning in a group can take on new meaning for students 
(Norris & Barnett, 1994). The cohort format engages students in meaningful decision 
making and offers students the opportunity to take ownership for their learning through 
the use of group self-reflection and the sharing of resources with cohort members 
(Barnett & Muse, 1993). Students report that their cohort helped them relearn how to 
learn with meaning, work as a team, integrate diverse ideas and opinions, refine 
interpersonal skills, and provide self-direction (Norris & Barnett, 1994; McPhail et al., 
2008). 
The cohort format provides academic stimulation for all types of learners. Drago-
Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, and colleagues (2001) found that instrumental learners 
valued working collaboratively with cohort members because it helped them achieve 
clear, tangible goals; socializing learners appreciated that cohort members provided them 
with the emotional support they needed to balance the conflicting demands of work, 
family, and school; and self-authorizing learners appreciated the different perspectives 
that cohort members added to class discussions and activities. 
Empirical evidence also suggests that cohorts increase academic and scholarly 
performance. A study that compared 287 students in 12 matched groups—6 representing 
degree programs scheduled in traditional, non-cohort formats and 6 representing the same 
degrees at the same institutions but in cohort formats—found that cohort students showed 
higher learning outcomes than their non-cohort counterparts, although in some instances 
the difference was minimal (Reynolds, 1997). Specifically, cohort students showed 
significantly higher learning on affective outcomes—related to values, attitudes, self-
concepts, aspirations and interpersonal competencies; slightly higher learning on 
cognitive outcomes—related to higher order intellectual processes such as logic, analysis, 
knowledge acquisition, and critical thinking; and slightly higher learning on learning 
transfer outcomes—related to the utilization of knowledge outside of the academic 
setting (Reynolds, 1997). Cohort students also reported slightly higher grades than their 
non-cohort counterparts. 
When comparing the results by academic program, on the other hand, cohort 
students did not always show more growth than their non-cohort counterparts (Reynolds, 
1997). While business administration and education administration cohort students 
indicated significantly higher affective learning than non-cohort students, non-cohort 
public administration students reported experiencing greater learning gains than their 
cohort counterparts in several areas (Reynolds, 1997). Since the study did not examine 
any programmatic differences between the various cohort and non-cohort programs 
included, it is difficult to know if the public administration programs utilized a different 
type of cohort structure than the other programs or if the results indicate that cohort-based 
programming does not consistently benefit students in all academic disciplines. 
In a follow-up study, Reynolds and Hebert (1998) again surveyed 342 student 
respondents in matching cohort and non-cohort programs in Master of Business 
Administration programs, Master of Public Administration programs, and Master of 
Educational Administration programs from five different colleges and universities and 
found that the grade point averages reported by cohort students were somewhat more 
likely to be in the highest range (3.8 - 4.0) than those reported by their non-cohort 
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counterparts, non-cohort students reported a greater percentage of GPAs in the middle 
range (3.4 - 3.7), and the same proportions of students reported falling into the 3.0 - 3.3 
GPA range. Overall Reynolds and Hebert found that there were again more similarities 
than differences in learning outcomes, but that cohort groups showed significantly higher 
learning in the affective domain, slightly higher learning in the learning transfer domain, 
and mixed results in the cognitive domain. When looking at the three academic programs 
separately, it is again interesting to note that public administration students showed 
slightly higher affective learning than non-cohort students, but the difference was not 
significant, like it was in the other two degree programs. 
Male cohort students, younger cohort members, and students just beginning their 
graduate-level cohort programs showed the greatest learning gains (Reynolds & Hebert, 
1998). Reynolds and Hebert (1998) hypothesized that these students may have the most 
to benefit from the cohort's structural impetus toward relationship building; whereas men 
and younger students may benefit from structures that promote interaction and group 
cohesiveness, women may be more likely to forge cohesive relationships on their own, 
regardless of the cohort format. Although the exact reason that men and younger 
students show greater learning gains are unknown, it is clear that some students benefit 
from the cohort model. 
Not all cohort students feel like they receive a high level of academic support 
from their cohort. Some students indicate that their cohort did not stimulate new ways of 
thinking about academic issues (Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). These students indicated that 
cohort members were more likely to provide emotional support than to help increase their 
understanding of the content. Some educators doubt the academic benefits of cohorts, 
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because some cohorts can become distracted by group dynamics and petty team concerns 
(Radencich et al., 1998). Regardless, examples indicate that some cohorts positively 
impact students' academic development. 
Emotional growth and support. As cohort members get to know one another, 
friendships and networks are formed and students feel a sense of acceptance and care for 
others (Norris & Barnett, 1994; Teitel, 1997; Wathington, 2010). Surrounded by a 
supportive network, cohorts develop a level of comfort that both allows for more intimate 
dialogue and diminishes the fear of failure that stems from looking bad in front of the 
group (Lawrence, 2002; Maher, 2005; Teitel, 1997). The cohort increases students' self-
esteem and lowers students' levels of anxiety (Norris & Barnett, 1994; McPhail et al., 
2008). Norris and Barnett (1994) found that "in a supportive environment, the individual 
is free to explore his/her own potentialities, risk self-revelation, and experiment with 
novel ideas" (p. 10). Faculty and students alike advocate that cohorts create a safer and 
more supportive learning environment because the same group of students stays together 
for an extended period of study, thereby getting to know one another well and 
establishing a level of trust (Barnett & Caffarella, 1992). As this trust develops, students 
"more willing to share personal insights, frustrations, and aspirations" (Barnett & 
Caffarella, 1992, p. 6). 
The emotional support of the group also helps students deal with individual 
stresses, which can otherwise interfere with a students' academic performance as well as 
his or her overall growth and development. Cohort members support and encourage one 
another, especially when things seem tough and one member feels that they cannot 
continue with the program because they are dealing with health, occupation or loss issues 
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or they are struggling to balance family, work, and school (Saltiel & Russo, 2001; Seifert 
& Mandzuk, 2006; Teitel, 1997; Unzueta et al., 2008). 
Instrumental, socializing, and self-authorizing learners experience different levels 
of emotional support (Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp et al., 2001). Instrumental 
learners feel supported because of the concern that is shown for one another. Socializing 
learners focus on the internal experience of sharing thoughts and feelings with peers. 
Self-authorizing learners find the cohort to be challenging and value how it helps the 
learning of everyone in the group. 
Perspective broadening. Students indicate that the supportive environment of 
the cohort allows for a greater level of self-awareness, the sharing of thoughts and 
emotions, and the clarification of personal beliefs (Norris & Barnett, 1994). Surrounded 
by familiar cohort members, conversations reach a deeper level of reflection and analysis 
than if surrounded by strangers (Maher, 2004). Cohort programs also often include 
activities that nurture individual growth by encouraging self-evaluation, self-initiation, 
and risk taking (Yerkes et al., 1995; Basom et al., 1995). For example, Yerkes and 
colleagues found that a number of cohort programs utilize self-assessment and diagnostic 
inventories to promote self-reflection. 
Increased self-awareness within the safety of the cohort environment allows 
students to risk sharing their thoughts and opinions openly with the group. Due to the 
trust that develops among cohort members, students report a greater willingness to take 
risks (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Norris & Barnett, 1994), an increased appreciation of 
others, and a higher tolerance for diverse opinions (Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, 
Popp, et al., 2001; Norris & Barnett, 1994). As discussed a little later, trust is a hallmark 
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of an effective group. The trust established among cohort groups encourages students to 
broaden their perspectives. 
Students indicate that they benefit when diverse perspectives and different 
knowledge is shared among cohort members through class discussions (McPhail et al., 
2008). These different perspectives can greatly influence student learning. For example, 
a doctoral student participating in a cohort-based program at Arkansas State University 
said, "I learned so much because other people saw things in ways that I never would have 
thought up," (Wesson et al., 1996, p. 12). 
Once again, Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, and colleagues (2001) found 
that learners broaden their perspectives in different ways. Instrumental learners 
transform their thinking about themselves after listening to cohort members' experiences. 
Socializing learners create an opportunity for recognition and exploration of cultural 
differences within their cohorts and they discover commonalities among their differences. 
Self-authorizing learners find the cohort to be a safe place to analyze and critique 
information and broaden their perspectives on their own and other people's learning 
process. 
Student cohorts promote individual growth and development in a number of ways. 
The individual development opportunities afforded by cohort learning are greatly 
impacted by the development of the cohort as a group. A discussion on group 
development follows. 
Group Development 
Individuals are drawn to groups from the very beginning. We are born into our 
first group—our family—and would not survive without its support (Johnson & Johnson, 
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2009). Just as a number of individuals jointly engaged in an activity cannot 
automatically be considered a group (Zander, 1982), putting students together in a 
classroom does not mean that they will act as a cohort (Yerkes et al., 1995). The 
development of an effective cohort requires more than placing a group of students into a 
classroom and assigning common assignments (e.g., Norris & Bamett, 1994; Saltiel & 
Russo, 2001; Wesson et al, 1996; Yerkes et al., 1995). A cohort may or may not act as a 
fully functioning group (Norris & Barnett, 1994). A group can be defined as two or more 
individuals who join together, interact with, and depend on each other to achieve a goal 
(Forsyth, 1990; Zander, 1982). 
Cohorts are a group of students who have come together with the purpose of 
collaborating in the learning process. To gain a better understanding of a cohort as a 
group, literature pertaining to effective groups, group development, and the development 
of student relationships is discussed below. 
Effective Groups 
Thriving cohorts exhibit many of the features of effective groups (Basom et al., 
1995). Effective cohorts generally have a skilled facilitator who ensures that the key 
characteristics of effective groups are present in order to enhance the learning experience 
(Yerkes et al, 1995). A widely-used group dynamics textbook in its 10th edition suggests 
that for a group to be effective it must do three things: set and achieve common goals; 
promote positive interdependence or cooperation among members; and establish trust 
(Johnson & Johnson, 2009). Each of these three features will be discussed briefly below. 
Goals. Effective groups have a clear, overarching direction as well as shared 
group goals (Thompson, 2011; Wageman, 1997). Wageman (1997) said that effective 
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groups or teams "have a clear and energizing direction—a sense of why the group exists 
and what it is trying to accomplish" (p. 54). In addition, these teams also have specific, 
measurable goals with deadlines that can be articulated by group members (Wageman, 
1997). 
As groups work towards accomplishing their goals, the group's purpose is 
clarified and members become cohesive (Basom et al., 1995). Basom and colleagues 
(1995) identified a number of questions can help groups clarify their goals, including the 
following: (1) Why have we formed? (2) What do we want to accomplish? (3) What is 
the outcome we are expected to produce? (4) How will we know when we have met our 
goal? Group goals can shift as the desire and values of group members change (Basom et 
al., 1995). Goals help to foster interdependence among group members. 
Interdependence. Forsyth (1990) stated that "interdependence is the hallmark of 
a group" (p. 9). Interdependence is related to effectiveness, as it has been shown to 
increase the efficiencies of group work (Campion, Medsker, & Higgs, 1993). 
Interdependence "means that team members cannot achieve their goals single-handedly, 
but instead must rely on each other to meet shared objectives" (Thompson, 2011, p. 4). 
Thompson (2001) identified that groups have multiple interdependencies, as they rely on 
each other for information, resources, and support. As group members interact 
collaboratively, groups develop into interdependent entities where individuals support 
each other, influence each other through social interaction, combine their efforts and 
resources in pursuit of individual and group learning opportunities, and develop 
friendship bonds, rules, and rituals (Yerkes et al, 1995). Interdependence makes a group 
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real, it is the hallmark of an effective group (Norris & Barnett, 1994). Trust is required 
for interdependence to be possible. 
Trust. The establishment of trust among members allows the group to fully 
develop into an effective group. Trust is two-sided, requiring a trustor or trusting party 
and a trustees or party to be trusted (Mayer, Davis, & Schoorman, 1995). Mayer and 
colleagues (1995) define trust as "a willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions 
of another party based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action 
important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that other party" 
(p. 712). Individuals take a risk when they allow themselves to be vulnerable; therefore 
trust is the willingness to take a risk (Mayer et al., 1995). The three main characteristics 
of a trustee include ability—a group of skills that enable a party to have influence within 
some specific domain, benevolence—the extent to which a trustee is believed to want to 
do good to the trustor, and integrity—adhering to a set of principles that the trustor finds 
acceptable (Mayer et al., 1995). When trust is present, group and cohort members are 
more likely to express themselves freely and openly (Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, 
Popp, et al., 2001; Norris & Barnett, 1994). 
Stages of Group Development 
Persons jointly engaged in an activity may become a group over time, especially 
with the assistance of developmental activities and events (Zander, 1982). Similarly, 
learning communities must be structured to foster learning and development (McPhail et 
al., 2008). Each cohort is made up of "a unique alchemical mix of academic knowledge, 
professional positions, personal life experiences, and composite of ages and stages of 
individual members" (McCarthy, Trenga & Weiner, 2005, p. 24). This unique set of 
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individuals develops into a group as they progress through a number of developmental 
stages. 
One of the most famous sequential stage theories of group development was 
formulated by Bruce W. Tuckman. Tuckman (1965) conceived that groups focus on 
specific issues at each of five stages of group development: the forming stage, where 
members try to determine their place within the group; the storming stage, when conflicts 
arise as members begin to resist the influence of the group and rebel against group goals; 
the norming stage, when the group creates some consensus regarding a group roles and 
norms for appropriate behavior; the performing stage, when group members become 
skillful in working together to achieve the group's goals; and the adjourning stage, when 
the group disbands. 
Most of the studies that Tuckman reviewed involved passive leaders who did not 
intervene in group processes, yet most groups, including student cohorts, have 
coordinators who help the group function efficiently (Johnson & Johnson, 2009). 
Johnson and Johnson (2009) applied Tuckman's stages to groups with active leaders and 
identified seven stages of development. Although collaborative learning experiences can 
be very specific to the context of a particular cohort program, students will likely engage 
in a similar process as their cohort develops (Saltiel & Russo, 2001). Each of Johnson 
and Johnson's stages of development will be explored in more depth as it pertains to 
student cohort group development. 
Defining and structuring procedures. Johnson and Johnson (2009) suggested 
that in the beginning group members are anxious to know what will happen in the group 
and what is expected of them. It is suggested that the defining of the cohort experience 
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begins before students are admitted to the program (Maher, 2005). An admissions 
workshop including orientation and evaluative techniques can help students prepare for 
the decision they will make regarding group readiness (McCarthy et al., 2005). Cohort 
candidates can be asked their impetus for selecting a cohort-based program during the 
selection process (Basom et al., 1995); by selecting students with similar learning 
aspirations, the cohort will more likely become a cohesive, interdependent group (Basom 
et al., 1995). Once the cohort starts, time and space need to be provided for the shared 
purpose to develop (Basom et al., 1995; Teitel, 1997; Yerkes et al., 1995). Forsyth 
(1990) said "after the initial inhibitions that arise from interactions with strangers 
subside, group members typically begin exchanging information about themselves and 
their goals" (p. 78). It is important that cohort members recognize that they have a shared 
purpose in addition to their own individual learning goals. 
Conforming to procedures and getting acquainted. Johnson and Johnson 
(2009) suggested that group members at this stage become acquainted with one another 
and familiarize themselves with group processes and tasks. The cohort literature stresses 
the importance of conducting activities that help students become acquainted and foster a 
supportive learning environment where trust, openness, and mutual respect are valued 
(Barnett & Muse, 1993; Maher, 2004; Yerkes et al., 1995). 
Initial team building experiences stimulate meaningful social interactions and 
range anywhere from group-building activities on campus to residential retreats or 
experiential learning activities way from the university setting (Barnett & Caffarella, 
1992; Barnett & Muse, 1993; Yerkes et al., 1995). Trust and ownership of the program 
can be created through pre-program intensive courses offered on campus (Barnett & 
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CafFarella, 1992). As an example of this type of program, Bamett and Caffarella (1992) 
found that the University of Washington's educational administration students attend a 
two-week seminar on campus prior to the start of the official academic term; during this 
two-week session, students are introduced to program themes and they complete 
exercises that they them identify their own values and beliefs as well as share their 
significant life experiences. 
Orientation activities that take place off-campus outside of traditional course 
hours afford students the opportunity to interact with one another more informally 
(Barnett & Caffarella, 1992; Barnett & Muse, 1993; Maher, 2004) and have been found 
to be particularly effective in establishing cohesion among cohort members (Seed, 2008). 
As an example of this type of program, Barnett and Caffarella (1992) found that 
University of New Mexico students start their cohort experience with a one-week, off-
campus, residential program where students can focus on establishing relationships with 
their cohort members. Intimacy can develop among cohort members through the sharing 
of a meal (McCarthy et al., 2005; Wesson et al., 1996) and rooming with cohort members 
(Barnett & Caffarella, 1992). When students get to know one another without the 
distractions of everyday life, they can develop interpersonal bonds earlier in the program. 
Recognizing mutuality and building trust. Johnson and Johnson (2009) 
advocated that it is at this stage when group members recognize their interdependence 
and begin building trust. A sense of mutuality is established, members take responsibility 
for the learning of everyone in the group, and group behaviors are established. 
The literature on cohorts also points to the growth that occurs among group 
members once trust is established. As previously indicated, as students become more 
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comfortable with each other, they become more willing to share information, engage in 
joint learning projects, and interact socially outside of the classroom (Bamett & Muse, 
1993; Forsyth, 1990; Norris & Barnett, 1994). Once groups become cohesive, cohort 
members exude a mutual respect for one another and encourage one another to reveal 
themselves, receive feedback from group members, and to become more self-aware 
(Forsyth, 1990; Norris & Barnett, 1994). 
As cohorts work together, they begin to establish roles which set expectations for 
how certain cohort members will act (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Maher, 2005; Teitel, 
1997). Examples of a few roles identified by cohort members include nurturer, 
taskmaster, and tension breaker (Maher, 2005). Teitel (1997) found that many students 
felt that they or their classmates got boxed into defined roles with predicted patterns of 
response, although this concern was not universally felt by all cohort members. 
Cohorts also establish norms to regulate the behaviors of all group members 
(Johnson & Johnson, 2009). When group members can adjust norms as needed, group 
members increase their ownership in what the group is trying to accomplish (Norris & 
Barnett, 1994). The establishment of roles and norms is a natural part of group 
development. 
Rebelling and differentiating. Johnson and Johnson (2009) identified the fourth 
stage of development as the time when members rebel against the facilitator and group 
procedures and members differentiate themselves from others through conflicts and 
disagreements. The cohort model in particular has been found to heighten students' 
ability to voice dissatisfactions with instructors or peers (Teitel, 1997). Mather and 
Hanley (1999) found that the dynamics of the cohort group resulted in the group's uniting 
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against instructors, scapegoating or blaming instructors for group problems. Teitel 
(1997) identified that "the same tight bonding and close connection that led to the levels 
of trust previously described also gave the cohort members considerably more power in 
relationships with faculty members" (p. 74). 
An unhappy cohort member with a strong personality can turn the entire group 
against the instructor (Radencich et al., 1998; Sapon-Shevin & Chandler-Olcott, 2001). 
With the reinforcement of other cohort members, individual members feel validated in 
demanding changes in regards to course load, evaluation issues, and class direction 
(Teitel, 1997). The cohort format can provide an even stronger platform from which 
students can rebel against their instructors. While conflicts can damage a group, they can 
also unite groups (Forsyth, 1990), which is what happens when the conflict with an 
instructor brings cohort members together. 
Committing to and taking ownership for the goals, procedures, and other 
members. Johnson and Johnson (2009) suggested that group members begin to rely on 
other members of the group and begin to exhibit a personal commitment to the 
collaborative nature of the experience at this stage. Studies indicate that cohort students 
take an active role in their learning (Yerkes et al., 1995; Basom et al., 1995) and feel 
capable of resolving emerging problems (Norris & Barnett, 1994). Once cohort members 
are comfortable with one another and their position within the group, they turn to one 
another to resolve issues instead of relying on their instructor. 
Functioning maturely and productively. Johnson and Johnson (2009) 
described that the groups who reach this stage collaborate in the achievement of group 
goals in a way that guarantees that relationships with group members are maintained at a 
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high quality. Group productivity often has to wait until the group matures, if it is reached 
at all (Forsyth, 1990). As most of the literature on student cohorts has focused 
specifically on group development, it is relatively unknown what the results are of cohort 
groups that reach maturity. 
Terminating. Johnson and Johnson (2009) identified that in the final stage of 
group development group members have to address the issues associated with separation 
so that they can transition from this group to their next experience. Since cohorts are 
together for only a short amount of time, McCarthy et al. (2005) suggested that 
termination of the cohort be addressed early, as cohort members often express sorrow 
when they anticipate the group disbanding. Forsyth (1990) indicated that the termination 
of a group can leave members feeling distressed even when the termination is planned in 
advance. Although a few researchers have identified that the termination of cohorts is an 
area for future research (e.g., Maher, 2004), termination has not been widely addressed in 
the literature on student cohorts. Most studies instead point to the continued networking 
and professional development available to cohort members (Barnett & Muse, 1993; 
Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006; Yerkes et al., 1995). 
Development of Student Relationships 
Cohort development either results in a group with positive close-knit relationships 
or a group with low cohesiveness and morale (Barnett et al., 2000). What some think of 
as the greatest benefit of the cohort model can also be seen by some as its greatest 
pitfall—student relationships vary greatly from cohort to cohort and can have a strong 
impact, either positive or negative, on students' experiences (Teitel, 1997). As one 
student stated, "A successful cohort is energy building. A lousy cohort dynamic is 
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actually damaging" (Teitel, 1997, p. 71). Whereas group cohesion and the development 
of interpersonal bonds can positively impact students' affiliation and satisfaction with 
their academic program, they can also lead to groupthink, cliques, and a feeling of 
otherness, which all have negative connotations. The development of student 
relationships among cohort members is discussed in further detail below. 
Interpersonal bonds. Since cohort members attend all of their classes together, 
they spend a significant amount of time together both in and out of class (Agnew et al., 
2008; Lawrence, 2002; Seifert, 2005). The quantity and quality of time spent with cohort 
members often leads to the development of interpersonal bonds among students (Maher, 
2005; Saltiel & Russo, 2001). Cohort members report that these bonds can have a 
positive impact on students' experiences in their graduate programs and promote 
increased collegiality, bonding, community, support, cooperation, networking, trust, and 
a sense of belonging (Barnett et al, 2000; Norris & Bamett, 1994; Teitel, 1997). 
Since students in cohort programs may spend more time with their classmates 
than their families during the school term, it may not be surprising that students often 
describe the bonds that they make with classmates using family terms (e.g., Maher, 2004; 
Radencich et al., 1998; Unzueta et al., 2008; Wesson, 1996). Like family members, 
cohort members are in frequent contact with one another via email, phone, and face-to-
face discussions (Saltiel & Russo, 2001; Teitel, 1997). They connect with each other 
concerning schoolwork, projects, and assignments because they know that collaboration 
and communication is essential for both individual and group success (Norris & Barnett, 
1994; Saltiel & Russo, 2001). 
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There is no guarantee that these family-like interpersonal bonds will always be 
generated among cohort members. Even though members of the cohort group may share 
a common goal of learning and working collaboratively, there is no assurance that a sense 
of community, much less family-like relationships, will develop (Lawrence, 2002). 
Though the literature suggests that students tend to feel supported by their cohort 
members, some studies have uncovered examples of contradictory student experiences 
(e.g., Maher, 2005; Radencich et al., 1998). One study examining the cultures of cohorts 
found that cohort relationships were either really positive or really negative (Radencich et 
al., 1998). Yet even in the midst of negativism, Radencich and colleagues (1998) found 
that students reported feeling supported or comforted by their teams. 
Groupthink. Close-knit, cohesive groups can also experience negative 
consequences. One social pressure that develops among cohesive groups is groupthink 
(Janis, 1983). Groupthink refers to a mode of thinking where members' motivation for 
unanimity with his or her cohesive group overrides their drive to realistically assess 
alternative courses of action. Some symptoms that occur in groupthink situations 
include: personal pressure—where the pressure to conform becomes extremely powerfial; 
self-censorship—where even in the absence of pressure, group members remain silent 
and refrain from expressing doubts; and mind guards—self-appointed vigilantes or 
gatekeepers who guard and/or divert controversial information away from the group 
(Forsyth, 1990). 
Cohort students report putting their individual views aside, concealing the 
individuality of their opinions, and limiting their thinking patterns to those commonly 
used and accepted in the cohort (Maher, 2004; Radencich et al., 1998; Seifert & 
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Mandzuk, 2006). Some students collude passively by not actively participating in 
discussions (Maher, 2004; Wesson et al., 1996), while others feel pressure to agree with 
the group, feeling that their acceptance by the cohort is contingent upon them hiding their 
individual opinions (Agnew et al., 2008). Regardless of the reason that it happened, 
groupthink can impact cohort learning. 
Cliques. Despite the fact that cohort members often perceive that everyone is 
included in group activities and avoid using the term cliques (Maher, 2004; Seifert & 
Mandzuk, 2006), cliques tend to form among cohort members. Whereas individuals will 
always develop stronger friendships with some peers than with others, the extension of 
friendships into cliques is a persistent issue among cohorts (Radencich et al., 1998). 
Cliques often form along natural lines of affiliation, including geographical proximity, 
previous affiliation, ethnicity, age, gender, profession, or personal interests (Radencich et 
al., 1998; Saltiel & Russo, 2001). Teitel (1997) found that a pecking order emerged 
among cliques, based upon perceived academic ability. The problem of cliques may 
worsen as time goes on and divisions among the cohort group are widened (Radencich et 
al., 1998; Agnew et al., 2008). 
Cliques can be particularly apparent in classes where cohort members interact 
with non-cohort members (Teitel, 1997); in such instances a sense of division between 
the haves versus have nots exists (Maher, 2004; Radencich et al., 1998; Teitel, 1997), 
leaving some class members with a feeling of "otherness." Even though cliques are a 
general function of groups, their existence can negatively impact otherwise satisfied 
cohort students (Agnew et al., 2008; Barnett et al, 2000). 
Otherness. Even in cohorts where the majority of students have bonded and feel 
supported, there are always individuals who remain separated from the benefits afforded 
by the group (Norris & Barnett, 1994). Non-cohort members may be ignored and others 
may be attacked for diverging from the group as a whole (Radencich et al., 1998). 
Students who are not included in cliques can feel isolated or attacked. Likewise, non-
cohort members who are enrolled in classes with cohort members report feeling like an 
outsider because it can be difficult to get cohort members to include them in conversation 
(Maher, 2004; Radencich et al., 1998; Teitel, 1997). 
Conclusion 
A number of studies have identified that non-cohort members often feel like 
outsiders when they are in class with cohort members. Most of these studies, however, 
have found this result based-upon non-cohort members who have enrolled in classes 
regularly designed for a closed-cohort. Studies have not focused on the impact that 
opening a closed-cohort in the middle of a graduate program has on group members or 
the non-cohort students who will enroll in some of their classes. The literature indicates 
that the strong interpersonal bonds that develop among cohort members may deter 
students from wanting to be split from their initial cohort members. Conversely, 
introducing new students to a cohort may promote exposure to different thoughts and 
ideas (Mather & Hanley, 1999; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). 
While the literature on learning communities, adult learning, and group 
development suggest that various cohort formats may offer a number of academic, social, 
and emotional benefits when used in isolation, it is unknown if mixing cohort formats in 
the middle of a graduate program benefits or threatens students' individual learning and 
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development or students' relationships with cohort and non-cohort members. This study 
was designed to address this gap in the literature. The chapter that follows outlines the 
methodology used in the current study to explore the impact that a mixed-cohort program 




This study was specifically designed to fill the empirical void in the literature 
regarding the impact that a mixed-cohort format, where students start a graduate program 
in a closed-cohort and move to an open-cohort at a certain point within the program, has 
on students' individual learning and development as well as the nature of student 
relationships. This chapter outlines the research methodology utilized in the study in four 
sections: research design, data collection procedures, data analysis, and the delimitations 
and limitations of the study. 
Research Design 
This study utilized an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design, 
whereby quantitative data were collected and analyzed in order to understand the 
experiences of the cohort populations being studied and inform the qualitative inquiry 
(Creswell, 2003). The qualitative portion of the study aided in developing a detailed 
understanding of the meaning that students, faculty, and administrators assign to the 
phenomenon of moving from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort after the first semester of 
the graduate program. Initially, a survey of mostly closed-ended questions was 
distributed to the population of student participants in an effort to understand the impact 
of the mixed-cohort structure on students' individual learning and development as well as 
the nature of student relationships. Then qualitative interviews were conducted with 
students in an effort to gain a more in-depth understanding of the specific thoughts and 
feelings students express in regards to their experiences of moving from one cohort 
format to another during their program. Qualitative interviews were also conducted with 
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key faculty and administrators to gain a different perspective of the mixed-cohort format. 
Prior to the start of the quantitative data collection and throughout the study program 
documents were analyzed to identify participants, provide population data for sample 
comparison, and support or contrast the information gathered through the surveys and 
interviews. The inclusion of both closed-ended quantitative data and open-ended 
qualitative data along with document analysis proved to be advantageous in providing the 
most comprehensive information possible to answer the research questions (Creswell, 
2003). 
Data gathered were used to generate an explanatory case study (Yin, 1993) that 
identified the impact that a mixed-cohort structure can have on students' individual 
learning and development as well as the nature of students' relationships with cohort 
members and other students. This study sought to understand students' experience by 
asking how and why questions, thus the open-endedness of the explanatory case study 
approach made it the most appropriate research design (Yin, 1993). 
This research design also allowed for some cross-case analysis of changing cohort 
contexts within two different real life contexts (Yin, 1993). The units of analysis were 
two comparable graduate business programs—a traditional Master of Business 
Administration (MBA) program and an International Master of Business Administration 
(IMBA) program—at a small, private liberal arts college in the southwestern United 
States. Both programs were taught by the same faculty, were run by the same 
administration, and were similar in terms of organizational structure, curriculum, and 
graduation requirements; the focus on international business practices of the second 
program distinguishes it from the first. Both programs utilized a mixed-cohort format 
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where students took classes as a closed-cohort format during the first semester and 
moved to an open-cohort format in subsequent semesters. Once the cohorts were open, 
students from both programs were enrolled in some courses together. 
These two graduate business programs were purposefully selected for this study 
because they provided information-rich cases (Patton, 2002) of students who participated 
in a mixed-cohort format where students change from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort 
after the first semester of their respective graduate programs. In addition to providing a 
reflective sample of students participating in a mixed-cohort program (Merriam, 1998), 
the similarity of, and overlap between, the two programs provided a unique opportunity 
to compare and contrast diverse cohort experiences. The differences between the two 
program orientations provided another point for comparison. Both programs welcomed 
students by following the same agenda for the students' first day on campus. After that, 
the IMBA program took students away from campus for an intensive, overnight 
orientation experience, while MBA program did not. It was expected that the difference 
in orientation events would shed light on the impact that initiation events have on the 
development of cohort relationships as well as students' assessment of a mixed cohort-
format. 
Data Collection Procedures 
Data collection commenced after the Institutional Review Board approved the 
study on October 6, 2010. The data collection procedures used in this study is described 
in three parts: document review; instrumentation—including a description of the 
quantitative survey instrument and qualitative survey instruments; and participants— 
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including a description of the participants used in both the quantitative and qualitative 
portions of the study. 
Document review 
Documents pertaining to the two graduate business programs under consideration 
were gathered and analyzed (Creswell, 2003; Patton, 2002) to gather background 
information about the program, identify the participants for the study, and add 
information for consideration in the data analysis. Program brochures from 2006 to 2007 
and assessment reports for that period were analyzed to prepare a description of the two 
programs during the time that the students involved in the study were enrolled. 
Orientation schedules for 2006 and 2007 were analyzed to compare and contrast the 
orientations for the two different programs involved in the study. Course catalogs and 
sequencing charts were gathered to determine the number of contact hours each group 
had in a closed versus open cohort format. Admissions records were examined to 
determine the students who matriculated into the 2006 and 2007 entering cohorts of the 
MBA and IMBA programs and student records were analyzed to see which of those 
cohort members had completed their classes by the time the study began, as students who 
had completed all classes on campus prior to the launch of the survey made up the 
population being considered in the study. Admissions documents were again reviewed to 
determine the demographic background variables for the population to serve as a 
comparison with the sample during the data analysis. Program administrators and faculty 
for each program were noted to assist in identifying administrators and faculty to be 
included in the study. 
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Instrumentation 
The instrumentation utilized in this mixed methods study included a survey to 
collect the quantitative data and interviews to collect the qualitative data. The 
instruments used in each of these components are described in detail in the sections that 
follow. 
Survey. A survey instrument initially consisting of 32 questions (four of the 
questions included multiple parts) was created specifically for this study. The survey 
consisted of three sections: demographic information, closed-ended questions relating to 
the participants' cohort experiences, and open-ended questions. Each set of questions 
first asked participants about their experiences within the closed-cohort and then asked 
questions about their experience of changing to an open-cohort after the first semester. 
The open-ended questions addressed the impact of initial orientation events as well as the 
benefits and challenges associated with participants' cohort experiences. 
The survey was deployed electronically through the use of an online survey 
tool—SurveyMonkey.com. A web-based survey service provided an ideal platform for 
this research for a number of reasons. First, a web-based survey made it easy and 
convenient for alumni to participate regardless of their current location. Second, a web-
based survey tool provided the researcher with immediate access to organized data which 
allowed for timely analysis. 
To improve the wording of the questions and to establish the content validity of 
the survey instrument, a pre-test interview and a pilot test were conducted (Dillman, 
2000). The pre-test interview was conducted with a current student from the one of the 
programs involved with the study. The student took the online survey in front of the 
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researcher, asked questions as he went through the survey, and provided feedback 
regarding the wording of some questions upon completion of the survey. Based upon the 
feedback the student provided, two questions were added to the survey (i.e. questions 
asking for the number of hours students worked on campus during first and second 
semesters were added since international students can only work on campus the first year 
of the program) and the wording of one of the questions was changed (i.e. a question 
initially asking how many cohort members participants were still in touch with on a 
regular basis was changed to ask the percentage of the cohort members participants are in 
contact with on a regular basis). These suggestions were incorporated into the draft of 
the survey that was used for the pilot test. 
A pilot survey consisting of 34 questions was sent to four current students, two 
from the MBA program and two from the IMBA program, who were in their last 
semester of their graduate program. Each of the students participating in the pilot sent an 
email to the researcher once they completed the online survey answering the following 
questions: 1) How long did it take you to complete the survey?, 2) Were there any 
questions that were unclear or confusing to you?, 3) Do you have any suggestions for 
changes or additions to the survey?, and 4) Is there anything else that you would like to 
share with me about the survey or my study? The students who piloted the study reported 
that it took them 10 to 25 minutes to complete the study. One of the students suggested a 
few extra questions about the cohort experience (e.g. how often did you see your cohort 
members after the first semester), but none of the students offered any feedback on the 
wording of the questions included in the survey so no changes were made to the online 
survey based upon the pilot test. 
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Finally, an administrator who worked with a cohort-based program not related to 
this study was asked to conduct a final check of the survey instrument (Dillman, 2000) to 
ensure accuracy before the survey was deployed. The administrator did not have any 
questions or concerns about the survey, so the survey (see Appendix A) that was sent to 
the students to pilot was deployed to the study's participants. At the end of the survey, 
participants were given the option to connect to a separate survey (see Appendix B) 
where they were invited to do two things: 1) enter their name for a $100 cash drawing in 
appreciation for their participation in the survey and 2) volunteer for a follow-up 
interview. 
Interviews. Qualitative interviews for students and faculty were conducted 
utilizing two different interview guides: one for students (see Appendix C) and another 
for faculty and administrators (see Appendix D). The interview guides served "as a basic 
checklist during the interview to make sure that all relevant topics are covered" (Patton, 
2002, p. 342). The interview guide approach was selected for this study because it 
guaranteed that all topics relevant to the study would be covered in each interview, while 
leaving time and space for new topics to emerge. 
Both interview guides were generated based upon the research questions and 
survey results. Topics that arose from the survey data for the student interview guide 
included the following: the development of relationships among cohort members and the 
functioning of the cohort's development more generally; specifics about orientation 
activities, the initial courses, and the trip to Mexico (IMBA students only) that influenced 
the development of relationships among the cohort; factors that impacted student 
academic achievement while studying abroad; the impact that the cohort had on students' 
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ability to attend to their personal life with family and friends while they were in the 
program; the impact that starting the program as a cohort had on the relationships that 
students formed with non-cohort classmates after the first semester of the program; 
factors outside of the change in cohort format that may have changed students' 
experiences with the program between the first and second semesters; and opinions 
regarding ideal cohort formats. Similarly, questions about the following topics were 
added to the faculty and administrator interview guide due to the results of the survey: 
factors that affect cohort development—including orientation activities, the impact of the 
closed-cohort on student relationships with non-cohort members once the cohort format 
is open, and other factors that may influence students' experiences with the program 
outside of the change in cohort formats in the middle of the program. 
Pilot interviews were conducted to determine the clarity of questions for each 
guide (Glesne, 2006). Two students currently enrolled in the MBA and IMBA programs 
piloted the student interview guide and an administrator newly involved with the 
programs piloted the faculty and administrator interview guide. Based upon the feedback 
received from the current students, two questions on the student interview guide were 
modified to clarify what was being asked. No changes were made to the faculty and 
administrator interview guide following the pilot interview. 
Interviews were conducted at a time and in a location or medium (i.e. phone or 
Skype) convenient for each participant. An Interview Participant Consent Form was 
received from all student (see Appendix E) and faculty/administrator (see Appendix F) 
participants either in person or via email prior to the start of each interview. Interviews 
lasted 25 to 45 minutes each. Jot notes were taken during each interview to capture 
participants' physical reactions in addition to their thoughts and words. Each interview 
was also digitally recorded and the recordings were professionally transcribed to prepare 
for data analysis. Transcriptions were shared with participants via email to make certain 
that participants' thoughts and feelings were accurately conveyed. Two student 
interviewees submitted minimal changes to their transcripts to fill in gaps that were 
inaudible on the recording; one faculty member submitted modifications. Interview 
participants were asked to remain available for follow-up questions to be conducted via 
email in the event that any clarification was required during the analysis stage, although 
such follow-up was not necessary. 
Participants 
Participants for the study included the students from the 2006 and 2007 entering 
cohorts for the MBA and IMBA programs who had completed all of their classes for the 
program by the time this study began as well as a few faculty members who had taught 
these students. Students from the 2006 and 2007 entering cohorts were selected for two 
primary reasons. First, both programs followed the consistent course sequencing and 
orientation agendas in 2006 and 2007, whereas slight modifications were made to each 
program's course sequencing and orientation agendas starting in 2008. Second, it was 
thought that students who had already completed their coursework could offer a unique 
perspective of how the mixed-cohort format impacted their own development within the 
program as well as the nature of their relationships they established with their classmates; 
after completing the program and moving into the workforce, students are also able to 
provide insight into the long-term effects of the cohort experience. Most students from 
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the 2006 and 2007 entering cohorts had completed their coursework by the time this 
study commenced. 
Survey participants. The survey was deployed to the entire population of 
students included in this study. Single-stage sampling (Babbie, 1995) was used, as the 
researcher had access to the email addresses of the population and could therefore email 
participants directly. In December of 2009 an email (see Appendix G) was sent to all 
students from the 2006 and 2007 cohorts who had completed their coursework asking for 
volunteers to participate in the survey. The email included a description of the survey, 
identified that participation was optional and that participants would remain anonymous, 
provided a hyperlink to the web-based survey, and described the drawing for $100 that 
would be held in appreciation for their participation. 
A variety of techniques was utilized to contact students with outdated email 
addresses in an effort to ensure the greatest number of responses possible. While the first 
participants responded to the survey, the researcher utilized Linkedln and contacted the 
career services department and the alumni office to find updated contact information for 
the student participants for whom the email address on file was no longer active. In 
January of 2010, the survey was deployed to a second set of student participants for 
whom updated contact information had been identified and a reminder message (see 
Appendix H) was sent to everyone from the first set that had not entered the survey to 
either enter their name for the drawing or volunteer for a follow-up interview. At the end 
of that same month, the reminder message was sent via email to the second set of 
students. In February and March of 2010 a personalized reminder message was sent 
through Facebook or Linked-In to anyone who hadn't identified their participation and 
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for whom the researcher or someone in career services had a connection in either or both 
of these social media platforms. 
As students entered their names for the drawing, a thank you note was sent via 
email (see Appendix I) that also asked students to encourage their fellow cohort members 
to complete the survey. In a final effort to increase the response rate from the students of 
the MBA program, the researcher contacted the class leaders of each of the MBA cohorts 
involved in the study and requested that the class leader email his or her cohort members 
to encourage them to complete the survey; a student from one of the IMBA cohorts had 
done this on her own initiative with effective results earlier in the process. A total of 57 
of the 85 students who had participated in and completed the program by the study began 
completed the survey for a 67% response rate. 
Interview participants. At the end of the survey, students were given the 
opportunity to volunteer to participate in the second phase of the study—follow-up 
interviews. All volunteers were sent an email in the spring of 2010 to thank them for 
completing the study and volunteering to be interviewed, notify participants that a student 
from the 2006 IMBA cohort had won the drawing for the $100 gift card, and let all 
volunteers know that the second phase of the study was going to be delayed because the 
researcher was going on maternity leave (see Appendix J). The second phase of the study 
commenced again approximately one year later. 
Since the results of the survey indicated that some differences in perspectives 
about the cohort experience existed between the students from the 2006 cohorts and the 
2007 cohorts, it was determined that the a student from each of the four different cohorts 
(two cohorts for each program) needed to be included in the first round of interviews. 
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First round interview participants were selected randomly from the students from each 
cohort who responded to the request for volunteers on the survey. Selected students were 
sent an email (see Appendix K) inviting them to participate in an interview; all of the 
students randomly selected responded to the invitation and sat for an interview. 
Second round interview participants were purposefully selected through the use of 
snowball sampling (Patton, 2002). Each of the original interview participants were asked 
to provide the names of two other students who may have had—and would be able to 
describe—either a specific situation identified by the survey or a different or discrepant 
experience overall (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984) than the participant being interviewed had 
described. From the recommendations received, one additional student from each cohort 
received an email (see Appendix L) inviting them to participate in an interview. All but 
one of the students who received the email responded and participated in an interview. 
To fill the place of the one student who did not respond, two of the other students who 
had been recommendation by someone in that cohort were sent an email inviting them for 
an interview; both students responded and participated in the interview process. 
Snowball sampling was used in an effort to ensure that a variety of experiences were 
gathered, thus ensuring a richer understanding of the experience of participating in a 
mixed-cohort program. 
In the end, interviews were conducted with five students from the MBA program 
and four students from the IMBA program for a total of nine student interviews. One of 
the snowball participants from the MBA program requested to type his responses to the 
interview questions rather than participate in a live interview since he was an 
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international student who currently lives outside of the United States and at the time of 
the interview request had not been in the practice of speaking English. 
Key faculty who taught in both programs while the student participants were 
enrolled were also interviewed regarding the mixed-cohort format, as their insights were 
needed to fully understand the impact that participation in a mixed-cohort can have on 
students' academic achievement within a graduate program and the relationships that 
students' can develop with other students. Two of the faculty members were selected 
because they teach some of the initial courses in the program as well elective courses 
later in the program; in addition to teaching closed-cohort classes, one of them was on the 
task force that developed and launched the MBA program and the other developed and 
leads the team building activities during orientation and the first semester that students 
identify as being important in the development of the cohort. The third faculty member 
was selected because she teaches in both programs and was an administrator of the two 
programs during the time that the student participants were enrolled. Faculty and 
administrators provide a different perspective of what happens in the classroom since 
they are participant-observers of the learning process and their insight helped provide a 
more comprehensive understanding of students' experiences with the mixed-cohort 
format. 
Data Analysis 
As this study was conducted using a mixed-methods research design where the 
quantitative data informed the qualitative research, the quantitative and qualitative data 
collected through the survey were analyzed before the interviews were conducted. The 
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process used to analyze the quantitative and qualitative data is described in the sections 
below; the trustworthiness of the data is also addressed. 
Survey analysis 
The 57 responses to the survey were mostly complete and required minimal 
cleaning of the data. Questions 16 and 26a yielded some unexpected responses. 
Question 16 specified that it was intended for MBA students only and asked: "after the 
first semester did you continue taking most of your core classes during the day or did you 
switch to evening core classes?" Since many of the IMBA program's classes were taught 
only during one available timeslot, the question was not applicable to those participants; 
despite this, a number of IMBA participants responded to this question. To clean the 
data, all of the responses from the IMBA students were changed to N/A or not applicable. 
Question 26a asked about the impact that the presence of non-cohort members in one or 
more classes during the first semester had on the cohort experience. At the time that the 
survey was administered it was unknown if any dual degree students or exchange 
students were enrolled in IMBA classes with the 2006 or 2007 entering cohort during the 
first semester of the program; it was known that no non-cohort students were enrolled in 
the first semester classes for the MBA program. It was expected students would indicate 
a response of N/A if they did not have any non-cohort members in their classes during the 
first semester (and therefore that all MBA student responses would be N/A). Since 19 of 
the 23 MBA student participants provided an answer other than N/A, it was decided to 
exclude the responses to question 26a. 
Once question 16 was clean and question 26a was eliminated, there were 14 
questions left blank (three from one respondent). By looking at the other variables on the 
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anonymous survey and seeing who had completed surveys from the drawing and 
volunteer survey, the researcher was able to enter the ethnicity for two respondents, the 
gender for another two respondents, and the hours worked off campus for one (because 
the student was an international student who could not work off campus the first year). 
This left only nine missing questions from all survey responses. 
Survey responses provided a description of the participants in aggregate and in 
subgroups. Descriptive statistics included the frequencies, mean, range, standard 
deviation, and variance of students within each program and across programs at the time 
that they started the program. Where possible, the demographic frequencies identified by 
the surveys were compared with the population data gathered through the document 
analysis in order to determine the degree to which the sample mirrored the population. 
Survey participants from the two separate business programs were compared and 
contrasted utilizing independent sample t tests at the p=.05 level. Additionally, 
frequencies yielded insight into students' overall satisfaction with their cohort-based 
graduate program, their experience with a mixed cohort format, the relationships they 
developed with cohort members, and their perceptions of how the cohort format assisted 
with their own personal learning and development. 
Regression analysis was conducted to determine the factors that impacted 
students' satisfaction with their mixed-cohort graduate program. Five regression models 
were created to gain a better understanding of the demographic variables that impact 
student learning and academic achievement, the impact that both the closed- and open-
cohorts had on student academic achievement, the development of positive relationships 
among members of the closed-cohort, and factors relating to the mixed-cohort format that 
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influence student's overall satisfaction with the mixed-cohort program. The final 
specifications for the five regression models are listed below. 
• The first model is represented as: GPA = Ao + A2HRSWKOFF + A3MBA + 
A4ABROAD where GPA = cumulative GPA in the graduate program, 
HRSWKOFF = Hours Worked Off campus fall semester year one, MBA = MBA 
program, and ABROAD = participation in a long term study Abroad program. 
• The second regression model is represented as: ICSAAP = Ao + A2MARCHG + 
A3MBA + A4ICAAPL + A5CONTACT where ICSAAP= Impact of Cohort on 
Students' Ability to achieve satisfactory Academic Performance, MARCHG = 
Marital status Change during program, ICAAPL = Impact of Cohort on Ability to 
Attend to Personal Life, and CONTACT = percentage of cohort in Contact with 
on a regular basis currently (at time of survey). 
• The third regression model is represented as: INCSAAP = Ao + 
A2HRSEMPFALL + A3 CHILD where INCSAAP = Impact of Non-Cohort in 
class on Students' Ability to achieve satisfactory Academic Performance, 
HRSEMPFALL = Hours Employed off campus in Fall of year one, and CHILD = 
number of Children living at home at start of program. 
• The fourth regression model is represented as: DPRC = Ao + A2MBA + 
A3 SINGLE + A4ICAAPL + A5CONTACT where DPRC = Developed Positive 
Relationships with most members of closed-Cohort, SINGLE = Single at start of 
graduate program, ICAAPL = Impact of Cohort on Ability to Attend to Personal 
Life, and CONTACT = percentage of cohort in Contact with on a regular basis 
currently (at time of survey). 
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• The fifth regression model is represented as: SATISFACTION = Ao + 
A2DIFFADJUST + A3SATEMPLOY where SATISFACTION = overall 
Satisfaction with graduate program, DIFFADJUST = found it Difficult to Adjust 
to having non-cohort members in class, and SATEMPLOY = Satisfaction with 
current Employment. 
All statistical analysis was performed with the assistance of Statistical Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS) 17.0, a statistical analysis software program that offers an efficient way 
of organizing and analyzing quantitative data. 
The open-ended survey questions were analyzed using the thematic analysis 
process explained below for interview analysis. The results of the open-ended responses 
were used to inform the development of the interview guides for student (See Appendix 
C) and faculty/administrator (see Appendix D) participants and were included in the 
analysis of qualitative interview responses. 
Interview analysis 
Survey and interview qualitative data were assessed utilizing thematic analysis, "a 
process that involves coding and then segregating the data by codes into data clumps" 
(Glesne, 2006, p. 147). Categories and subcategories were generated from a thorough 
inspection of the data, especially in regards to their relevance to the overall research 
questions (Goetz & LeCompte, 1984); quotes were first separated by relevance to each 
research question and then codes and sub-codes were identified. In certain cases, the 
same codes were used for multiple research questions. For example, students and 
faculty/administrators discussed the bond between students when they described student 
relationships in general as well as when they specifically discussed how orientation 
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events impacted the development of student relationships. All of the qualitative data 
were coded and analyzed using a word processor due to the manageable number of open-
ended survey responses and interviews involved in the study. 
Trustworthiness of the data 
Multiple forms of data collection were utilized allowing for triangulation of 
findings. As indicated above, surveys were sent to all students from the 2006 and 2007 
entering cohorts of the MBA program and the IMBA program who had completed their 
coursework by the fall of 2009, when data collection for this study commenced. Four or 
five students from each program and key faculty and administrators were also invited to 
participate in interviews. Collecting and analyzing data from two cases instead of one 
provided further evidence that the data collected was accurate (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
By relying on several informants from two separate cases, multiple aspects of the mixed-
cohort experience were captured. 
The mixed methods research design also provided an opportunity for data 
triangulation (Mathison, 1988). Quantitative and qualitative data were compared for 
consistency of findings (Patton, 2002; Denzin, 1978). Denzin (1978) indicates that "the 
flaws of one method are often the strengths of another; and by combining methods, 
observers can achieve the best of each while overcoming their unique deficiencies" (p. 
302). The combination of quantitative and qualitative data illuminated students' 
perception of the mixed-cohort format. 
Delimitations and Limitations of the Research Methodology 
This study examined the meaning and significance that students attribute to a 
mixed-cohort format based upon the experience of a handful of faculty and administrators 
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and four, small student cohort groups from two graduate business programs at a single 
university. There are several limitations of this study that deserve acknowledgement. 
First, the programs in this study switch from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort after the 
first semester and therefore may not be representative of mixed-cohort formats that 
switch from one format to another in a different sequence or after a different length of 
time. Second, since the participants were program students who had already completed 
their coursework, the findings may not reflect the experience of current students. Third, 
although the survey and interview guides were piloted to ensure clarity and 
comprehension of the questions, external validity and reliability were not commercially 
tested. Fourth, the researcher works for the two graduate programs included in the study. 
Although every reasonable step was taken to guarantee the anonymity of participants, 
there was no guarantee that the researcher's professional position did not impact 
participants' responses. Students who had completed the program were selected for the 
study in part because they should have been able to honestly express their opinions 
without fear of retaliation. 
Another potential limitation is researcher subjectivity or bias. As a previous 
member of a closed graduate cohort and a fluid doctoral cohort, the researcher has had 
personal experience with cohort groups. Because of the researcher's professional role, 
she also had previous knowledge about the programs included in this study. While the 
researcher's own experiences were likely to impact the lens through which she viewed 
the material, this may have proven to be an asset rather than a liability (see Peshkin, 
1985). By monitoring her own subjectivity during this study (Glesne, 1999)—by 
continually asking herself why she was seeing what she was seeing, what she may not 
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have been seeing, and whether or not she was making inferences from her own 
experiences rather than the data itself—her personal and professional experiences with 
cohorts may have allowed her to see aspects about the cohort experience that other 




The purpose of this study was to fill the void in the literature regarding how a 
mixed-cohort format, where students start a graduate program in a closed-cohort and 
move to an open-cohort later during the program, impacts students' individual learning 
and development as well as the nature of their relationships—including the development 
of interpersonal bonds—with their initial cohort members and others in the program. This 
chapter presents the findings of the mixed-method study in three sections. The first 
section presents background information regarding the two mixed-cohort graduate 
programs involved in the study. The second section describes the sample demographics. 
The third section describes the quantitative and qualitative findings of the survey as they 
relate to each of the research questions. When applicable, the quantitative findings from 
the survey are provided first, as those findings were used to inform the qualitative inquiry 
that followed. The qualitative findings from the open-ended questions on the survey and 
the interviews are then presented, separated into the common themes that were 
highlighted by the student and faculty participants. 
The findings provided address the following research questions: 
1. To what extent does participation in a mixed-cohort program impact students' 
individual learning and development? 
a. To what extent, if any, do demographic variables play a role in students' 
perception of their learning and development in a mixed-cohort program? 
b. How do students perceive that their initial closed-cohort contributed to 
their learning and development, if at all? 
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c. In what ways, if at all, does changing from a closed-cohort to an open-
cohort alter students' perceptions of their learning and development? 
2. In what ways does participation in a mixed-cohort format impact the nature of 
relationships—including the development of interpersonal bonds—among 
students? 
a. To what extent, if any, do demographic variables play a role in students' 
perception of their relationships with cohort members and others in the 
program? 
b. How do students view the interaction among cohort members in their 
initial closed-cohort? 
c. How does changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort impact 
relationships among students, if at all? 
d. In what ways do students feel that the mixed-cohort format, including the 
length of time with the closed-cohort, enhances or hinders the 
development of interpersonal relationships? 
3. In what ways do different orientation events at the beginning of a cohort program 
influence the development of interpersonal bonds among students? 
Program Background 
The programs involved in this study were purposefully selected because of the 
particular mixed-cohort format utilized and the similarity that exists between them. 
Before the findings for the research questions can be discussed, however, it is important 
to understand some background information about the two programs and the populations 
of students involved in the study. The sections that follow provide information about the 
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two programs involved in the study, specifics about the mixed-cohort format utilized by 
both programs, the application process that students go through to join the programs, the 
orientation events that help students acclimate to the program and their cohort, and the 
student population involved in these programs. 
Program Information 
A marketing brochure that was published in 2006 introduced the Master of 
Business Administration (MBA) and the International MBA (IMBA) programs by stating 
that the university delivers a business curriculum relevant for a world in need of business 
ethics, values, and social responsibility. It continued by saying that the MBA programs 
promote interpersonal and technical business skills, while affording each student the 
opportunity to focus their studies through a variety of concentrations. Emphasis was 
placed on the small class sizes and personalized focus of the programs; the brochure said 
that collaboration and strategic thinking are fostered through small class sizes and the 
accessibility of faculty. Both programs are accredited by the Association to Advance 
Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), the highest accreditation for business 
programs. 
The MBA program launched for the first time in the fall of2006, as a full-time, 
16-month course of study (the same degree had been offered at the university in a part-
time format for over 30 years prior to 2006). The practical enrichment component of the 
MBA program requires students to complete a semester-long consulting project where 
students help local businesses solve problems. The MBA program offers students some 
flexibility towards the end of the program. During the time that the students involved 
with the study were enrolled in the program, students could take classes in the evening 
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during the final semester of the program in order to participate in internships with local 
employers during the day. 
The IMBA program changed from a part-time evening program to a full-time, 
cohort-based program in 2004, according to one of the faculty members interviewed for 
this study. When students from the 2006 and 2007 entering cohorts started the IMBA 
program, the program was designed to be completed in 12 or 16 months. The IMBA 
covers all of the business fundamentals addressed in the MBA curriculum and offers an 
added focus on international business practices that attracts students who are interested in 
pursuing leadership roles in international businesses and organizations. What sets the 
IMBA apart from the traditional MBA is the fact that global issues are examined 
throughout the curriculum. The brochure stated that another distinctive feature of the 
IMBA program is the international practicum. Similar to but shorter than the MBA 
consulting project, IMBA students collaborate to address business problems for 
international corporations in countries such as Argentina, Brazil, Peru, Thailand, and 
South Africa. 
Students who enrolled in the MBA and IMBA programs in 2006 and 2007 were 
each required to complete 50 academic units to graduate. In addition to the unit 
requirement, IMBA students had to pass two additional requirements for graduation: a 
statistics exam and an oral language competency exam. In order to keep both programs 
to the same number of units, IMBA students took an online statistics course, led by a 
faculty member, prior to arriving on campus. Because of the international focus of the 
IMBA program, all domestic IMBA students also needed to show proof of oral 
competency in a language other than English in order to graduate. 
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An internal report generated by the programs for assessment purposes that was 
available during the document review stated that there was significant overlap in the 
curriculum and faculty between the two programs. While some courses are core 
requirements for a specific program, students in the other program can often take those 
courses as an elective. Another internal report indicated that most courses in the 
programs are delivered in a traditional classroom setting, although the marketing 
brochure specified that faculty utilize multiple teaching methodologies, including 
lectures, simulations and group projects to ensure that graduates can apply cutting-edge 
business strategies to organizational challenges. 
Students from both programs were encouraged to study abroad, although the 2006 
brochure only mentioned study abroad opportunities under the description of the IMBA 
program. The brochure said that program flexibility allows students to participate in 
semester exchange programs and hold internship positions with companies abroad. In 
addition to semester exchanges, students had the opportunity to participate in short-term 
study abroad opportunities and international practicums. While every IMBA student was 
required to participate in a practicum, the practicum was available as an elective for 
MBA students. 
During orientation each year, students are surveyed in regards to why they 
selected their current program for their graduate business education. Students from the 
2007 cohorts of the MBA and IMBA programs selected the following top four reasons, 
according to an assessment report, as outlined in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
Program Selection Preferences 
MBA IMBA 
1. Program flexibility 1. International opportunities 
2. Small classes 2. Location 
3. Reputation 3. Reputation 
Cohort Format 
In 2006 and 2007, the MBA and IMBA programs both utilized a mixed-cohort 
format where students took classes as a closed-cohort format during the fall semester of 
the first year of the program and moved to an open-cohort format following that 
semester. During the first semester, students from each program enrolled together in a set 
of required courses. In the second semester, students continued taking most of their 
required courses with their initial cohort members and started taking electives and other 
classes with students from other cohort groups as well as non-cohort students. Once the 
cohorts were open, students from both programs were enrolled in some of the same 
courses. Since some of the IMBA core courses are also international business electives 
for MBA and part-time students, IMBA students have more classes in the evening than 
MBA students. Table 2 outlines the number of units that MBA and IMBA students took 
as part of the closed- and open-cohort formats. 
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Table 2 
Units Completed as a Closed-Cohort by Program 
Variable MBA IMBA 
Core Units Taken as a 
Closed-Cohort 
Core Units Taken as an 
Open-Cohort 
Elective Units Taken as an 
Open-Cohort 









Two of the faculty members who were interviewed discussed the reasons why this 
particular mixed-cohort format was selected for the MBA and IMBA programs. One of 
the professors, who headed the taskforce that established and launched the MBA program 
in 2006, said that there were three main reasons that the taskforce selected the mixed-
cohort format. First, students and faculty seemed dissatisfied with the fact that the part-
time program was so flexible that students could come and go at any time. The professor 
said, "It was sort of like a cafeteria approach, no two students alike, take courses in any 
order you want, extremely sort of free flowing." Second, the professor and some of his 
colleagues had been impressed with the cohort structure used by another graduate 
program within the university that consistently produced an extremely cohesive group of 
students. Third, each of the programs individually was too small to support offering a 
full range of electives for each individual cohort of students. 
The other faculty member who discussed the reason behind the selection of this 
particular mixed-cohort format served as an administrator of the MBA and IMBA 
programs in 2006 and 2007. She also indicated that the primary motive behind the cohort 
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structure selected was based upon resources. She said, "Of course from a practical 
standpoint, from a resource mix, it was beneficial for us to share resources across 
different groups." But she also added, "On the other hand, it really made a lot of sense, 
especially when we are talking about groups that are relatively small. It is a way to 
expand the network." The benefit of the network was addressed numerous times during 
the study and is discussed in more detail under research question lc. 
Application Process 
In order to fully understand the students involved in the cohorts, it is important to 
understand the application process that students went through in order to be offered the 
chance to join the MBA program. An internal assessment report indicated that the MBA 
programs seek a diverse group of students in terms of educational backgrounds, work 
experience, gender, cultural backgrounds, and citizenship in order to provide students 
with a rich learning experience. In addition, the IMBA program specifically sought 
students with diverse international experiences. The assessment report also indicated that 
the MBA and IMBA programs are designed to be post-work experience programs; ideal 
candidates have a minimum of two years of full-time, post-graduate work experience. 
The 2006 marketing brochure outlined that applicants were required to submit the 
following documents along with their application form: statement of purpose; three 
letters of recommendation from professors and/or employers; official college/university 
transcripts from all coursework previously attempted; a resume describing the nature, 
scope, and areas of responsibility of all work experience; an official score from the 
Graduate Management Admissions Test (GMAT); and a Test of English as a Foreign 
Language (TOEFL), if applicable. When the 2006 and 2007 cohort members were 
admitted, admissions interviews were not required, but were available by request. 
As part of the application process, all MBA and IMBA applicants were 
automatically considered for scholarships. These scholarships were determined by the 
merit of the overall application packet and ranged anywhere from 13% to 65% of total 
tuition costs, according to an internal assessment report. Students who received a 
scholarship were notified of the amount of the scholarship at the time of admission. In 
addition to the scholarships, the brochure and assessment report outlined that students 
could apply for graduate assistantships, need-based grants, federal student loans, and 
private scholarships. 
Orientation 
Orientation activities served to welcome students to the university, set 
expectations for the program, and help students get to know the students in their cohort. 
The MBA and IMBA programs both followed the same agenda for the first day on 
campus in 2006 and 2007. The agenda for the first day included an opening and 
welcome from the dean, staff and faculty introductions, student introductions, a video 
about the university, lunch with a keynote speaker, a review of academic logistics, an ice 
breaker activity, a group photo, and a campus tour. 
Students in both programs started with a team-building course that was designed 
to help students bond. The MBA students completed their team building class on or near 
campus. A faculty member said that the first course for the MBA students was "related 
to team building and team building activities." The IMBA students completed their team 
building class off campus at a resort in Mexico, where students stayed together for three 
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days. The same faculty member said that she thinks that it is imperative for students to 
have shared experiences together as a cohort. She said: 
I think the cohort experience has to be more than just move through a program 
together; you have to build on things, you have to do things, you have to have 
shared experiences together, not just classroom assignments. I think that is what 
kind of differentiates the IMBA a little bit is that initial shared experience. 
She also said that even though the MBA students did not go off campus for their initial 
course, they had some of the team building activities off campus to give them some 
opportunity to bond a little more. 
During the team building class students wrote a performance agreement or a team 
charter. The faculty member who taught the team building classes said that the team 
charter "is like a psychological contract that the team generates before they have any 
projects in any classes about who we are." He said that in the charter students' generated 
norms or operating procedures indicating how they were going to treat each other, how 
they would communicate, and what they would do if a member of the team does not meet 
expectations. He said: 
These are things that teams don't usually think about until it happens and then 
they are caught by surprise and it is too late because they've already had a bad 
experience. So having the students work on this up front and in a formal 
document, which they often talk through ... they are really ready to work 
together as a team and they have a document they can use to manage their team 
process also. 
These orientation and team building activities set the tone for the rest of the academic 
program that followed. 
Student Population 
Table 3 outlines the enrollment and retention all of students who matriculated into 
the MBA and IMBA programs in 2006 and 2007 and specifies which of those students 
dropped the program before the start of the study, completed their coursework prior to the 
start of the study, and continued coursework beyond the start of the study. The 
population involved in this study consists of the students who participated in the 2006 
and 2007 entering cohorts of MBA and IMBA programs and had completed their 
coursework on campus by the time this study began in December of 2009. 
Table 3 
Enrollment and Retention Data by Program 
MBA IMBA 
Variable 2006 2007 All 2006 2007 All 
Initial Enrollment in 18 21 39 31 21 52 
Cohorts 
Attrition Prior to Start of 2 1 3 0 1 1 
Study (Drop or Transfer) 
Completed Coursework 16 18 34 31 20 51 
Prior to December 2009 
Continuing Courses Beyond 0 2 2 0 0 0 
December 2009 
The students continuing courses beyond the start of the study were enrolled in the MBA 
program as part of a dual degree program, so they were earning two graduate degrees 
concurrently and therefore took longer to complete the MBA program. 
The academic qualifications of the student population are provided in aggregate 
and separated by graduate program in Table 4. As indicated in Table 4, the full student 
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population had the following academic qualifications when they started their graduate 
business program: an average score of 617.29 on the Graduate Management Achievement 
Test (GMAT), with a standard deviation of 62.95 points; a mean cumulative 
undergraduate grade point average (GPA) of 3.12, with a standard deviation of 0.52 
points; and an average of 50.64 months of previous work experience, with a standard 
deviation of 35.07 months. Students in those cohorts had a mean age of 26.99 with a 
standard deviation of 4.06 years at the start of the program and received an average 
scholarship of $10,505.88 with a standard deviation of $9,941.04 for the first year of the 
program. 
Table 4 
Academic Qualifications of Aggregate Population and Population by Program 
Population 
Variable Aggregate MBA IMBA 
Number of Students 85 34 51 
Mean GMAT Score 617.29 657.81 591.36 
Mean Undergrad GPA 3.11 3.13 3.09 
Mean Age 26.99 26.62 27.24 
Mean Work Exp. 50.63 51.65 49.96 
(months) 
Percentage of Females 38.82 35.29 41.18 
Mean Scholarship $10,505.88 $16,676.47 $6,392.16 
Independent samples t tests were conducted at the five percent level to compare 
the student populations of the MBA and IMBA programs. Significant differences existed 
between the students of the two graduate programs in regards to the mean GMAT scores 
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and the scholarship funds received for the first year of the program (p < .01). The 
population of students from the MBA program had an average score of 657.81 on the 
GMAT exam with a standard deviation of 45.91 points and received an average 
scholarship of $16,676.47 with a standard deviation of $7768.31 for the first year of the 
program. The population of students from the IMBA program had an average score of 
591.36 on the GMAT exam with a standard deviation of 58.81 points and received an 
average scholarship of $6,392.16 with a standard deviation of $9112.80 for the first year 
of the program. Since GMAT scores are included in the academic qualifications used for 
scholarship consideration, it is not surprising that the scholarship amounts are 
significantly higher for the MBA students since the mean GMAT score for that group is 
also significantly higher. 
Sample Demographics 
A total of 57 of the 85 students who participated in the 2006 and 2007 entering 
cohorts of the two programs involved in the study completed the survey for a 67% 
response rate. The demographic characteristics of the sample who participated in the 
survey are provided both in aggregate and separated by graduate program in Table 5 
through Table 8. Table 5 presents the frequency and percent of survey responses for the 
demographic characteristics for which population data were available for comparison. 
Table 6 presents the frequency and percent of survey responses for the demographic 
characteristics for which no population data were available for comparison. Table 7 
presents the descriptive statistics for the survey responses for the number of hours the 
students worked on and off campus during the fall and spring terms of the first year of 
their program. Finally, Table 8 presents the descriptive statistics regarding the age of the 
student sample at the start of the program as well as their overall grade point average 
(GPA) upon completion of the program. 
As Table 5 indicates, 45.61% of the aggregate student sample started their 
graduate program in 2006 and 54.39% started in 2007. This is nearly the inverse of the 
aggregate student population, with 55.29% and 44.71% respectively. The percentage of 
students in the MBA sample who started the program in 2007 was 12.28% larger than the 
than the percentage of the MBA population who stared in that year. Similarly, the 
percentage of students in the 1MB A sample who started the program in 2007 was 7.84% 
larger than the IMBA population that started that year. A possible explanation for the 
stronger response from the 2007 entering cohorts is the fact that those students worked 
directly with the researcher as they went through the application process for their 
respective business programs and had therefore established a relationship with the 
researcher, while the students in the 2006 cohorts started their business program before 
the researcher worked with both programs and did not work directly with the researcher 
during the application process. 
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Table 5 
Demographic Characteristic Frequencies of Aggregate Survey Sample and Sample by 
Program with Population Comparison 
Sample Population 
Variable n Percent N Percent 
Aggregate MBA Programs3 
Year Started Grad Program 
2006 26 45.61 47 55.29 
2007 31 54.39 38 44.71 
Gender 
Male 36 63.16 52 61.18 
Female 21 36.84 33 38.82 
Ethnicity 
Asian 16 28.07 22 25.88 
Black or African American 1 1.75 1 1.18 
Hispanic or Latino 6 10.53 10 11.76 
White or Caucasian 34 59.65 52 61.18 
MBA Program' J 
Year Started Grad Program 
2006 8 34.78 16 47.06 
2007 15 65.22 18 52.94 
Gender 
Male 14 60.87 22 64.71 
Female 9 39.13 12 35.29 
Ethnicity 
Asian 10 43.48 11 32.35 
Hispanic or Latino 1 4.35 1 2.94 
White or Caucasian 12 52.17 22 64.71 
IMBA Program C 
Year Started Grad Program 
2006 18 52.94 31 60.78 
2007 16 47.06 20 39.22 
Gender 
Male 22 64.71 30 58.82 
Female 12 35.29 21 41.18 
Ethnicity 
Asian 6 17.65 11 21.57 
Black or African American 1 2.94 1 1.96 
Hispanic or Latino 5 14.71 9 17.65 
White or Caucasian 22 64.71 30 58.82 
Note. Numbers indicate the total percentage. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
an=57, N=85.bn=23, N=34. cn=34, N=51. 
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The males in the aggregate sample were slightly over represented at 63.16% 
compared with 61.18% in the population. The same is true for the IMBA program with 
64.71% of the sample and only 58.82% of the population being male. On the other hand, 
the females in the MBA sample are slightly over represented at 39.13% compared with 
35.29% in the population. 
White or Caucasian students were the highest represented group in each sample, 
which is consistent with the population. White or Caucasian students in the aggregate 
sample (59.65%) and MBA sample (52.17%) were underrepresented compared with the 
aggregate population (61.18%) and MBA population (64.71%), but were overrepresented 
in the IMBA sample (64.71%) compared with the IMBA population (58.82%). On the 
other end of the spectrum, Black or African Americans were the lowest represented group 
in each sample. There was only one Black or African American student in the aggregate 
sample (from the IMBA program) and the population, yet due to the smaller number of 
students in the sample than in the population, the percentage of Black or African 
American students in the aggregate sample (1.75%) appears larger than the percentage in 
the aggregate population (1.18%). The same is true of the IMBA sample and population. 
The second largest group represented in each sample and in the population was 
the Asian students. Asian students were overrepresented in the aggregate sample 
(28.07% of the sample compared with 25.88% of the population) and the MBA sample 
(43.48% of the sample compared with 32.35% of the population), but were 
underrepresented in the IMBA sample (17.65% of the sample compared with 21.57% of 
the population). Finally, Hispanic or Latino students made up 10.5% of the aggregate 
sample, 4.3 % of the MBA sample, and 14.7% of the IMBA sample; these students were 
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underrepresented compared with the aggregate population (11.8%) and IMBA population 
(17.6%), but were overrepresented compared with the MBA population (2.9%). 
Independent samples t tests indicated a significant difference in the number of 
Asian students and the number of Hispanic or Latino students in the MBA program and 
the IMBA program for both the survey sample and the population. The mean number of 
Asians in the MBA sample was 0.43 and in the MBA population was 0.32 with a sample 
standard deviation of 0.51 and a population standard deviation of 0.47, while the mean 
number of Asians in the IMBA sample was 0.18 and in IMBA population was 0.22 with a 
sample standard deviation of 0.39 and a population standard deviation of 0.42. 
Therefore, the MBA program had significantly more Asian students in the sample (p < 
.01) and in the population (p < .05) than the IMBA program. Conversely, the IMBA 
sample and population had significantly more Hispanic or Latino students {p < .01) than 
the MBA sample. The mean number of Hispanic or Latino students in the MBA sample 
was 0.04 and in MBA population was 0.03 with a sample standard deviation of 0.21 and 
a population standard deviation of 0.17, while the mean number of Hispanic or Latino 
students in the IMBA sample was 0.15 and the IMBA population was 0.18 with a sample 
standard deviation of 0.36 and a population standard deviation of 0.39. 
Table 6 indicates that a large number of students were single (84.21% of the 
aggregate sample), compared with the students who were married (10.53% of the 
aggregate sample), the students who had domestic partners (1.75% of the aggregate 
sample), and the students who were divorced (1.75% of the aggregate sample). Just over 
one tenth of all students (10.53%) indicated that their marital status changed while they 
were enrolled in their graduate business program, with more students in the IMBA 
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program experiencing this change of status (14.71%) of than students in the MBA 
program (4.35%). Only one student from the MBA program reported having one child at 
the start of the program, while at the end of the program one student from the IMBA 
program reported having one child and one student from the MBA program reported 
having two children; one student from each program had one child while they were in 
graduate school. 
Independent samples t tests run at the 5% level indicated that significant 
differences existed between the MBA and IMBA program samples in regards to the 
number of students divorced at the start of the program, the number of students who 
changed marital status during the program, and the number of children living at home at 
the start of the program. The MBA sample had significantly more (p < .05) divorced 
students and significantly more (p < .05) children living at home at the start of the 
program than the IMBA sample. In the MBA program, the mean number of divorced 
students was 0.05 with a standard deviation of 0.21 and the mean number of children 
living at home 0.04 with a standard deviation of 0.21. In the IMBA program, the mean 
number of was divorced students and the number of children living at home was 0.00 
both with a standard deviation of 0.00. On the contrary, the marital status of the IMBA 
students changed significantly more (p < .01) than their MBA counterparts. The mean 
number of students experiencing a change of marital status in the IMBA program was 
0.15 with a standard deviation of 0.36, whereas the mean number of students 
experiencing a change of marital status in the MBA program was 0.04 with a standard 
deviation of 0.21. 
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Table 6 
Demographic Characteristic Frequencies of Aggregate Survey Sample and Sample by 
Program 
Aggregate MBA IMBA 
Variable n Percent n Percent n Percent 
Sample Size (n =) 57 23 34 
Marital Status at Start 
Single 48 84.21 19 82.61 29 85.29 
Married 6 10.53 2 8.70 4 11.76 
Domestic Partner 1 1.75 0 0 1 2.94 
Divorced 1 1.75 1 4.35 0 0 
Not Reported 1 1.75 1 4.35 0 0 
Marital Status Changed 6 10.53 1 4.35 5 14.71 
Children at Start 
0 Children 55 96.49 22 95.65 33 97.06 
1 Child 1 1.75 1 4.35 0 0 
Not Reported 1 1.75 0 0 1 2.94 
Children at Finish 
0 Children 54 94.74 22 95.65 32 94.12 
1 Child 1 1.75 0 0 1 2.94 
2 Children 1 1.75 1 4.35 0 0 
Not Reported 1 1.75 0 0 1 2.94 
Previous Cohort 
Experience 
Yes 13 22.81 4 17.39 9 26.47 
No 43 75.44 19 82.61 24 70.59 
Not Reported 1 1.75 0 0 1 2.94 
Cohort Impacted 25 43.86 11 47.83 14 41.18 
Decision to Attend 
Participated in Long 23 40.35 5 21.74 18 52.94 
Term Study Abroad 
Currently Employed 48 84.21 20 86.96 28 82.35 
Satisfied with Current 
Employment 
Yes 32 56.14 13 56.52 19 55.88 
No 24 42.11 9 39.13 15 44.12 
Not Reported 1 1.75 1 4.35 0 0 
Note. Numbers indicate the total percentage. Totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding. 
Table 6 also indicates that less than one quarter of all students (22.81%) said that 
they had previous experience in a cohort-based program. Despite the fact that relatively 
few not too many students had previous experience in a cohort-based program, 43.86% of 
all students said that the fact that the programs involved in this study were cohort-based 
impacted their decision to select the academic program they attended. 
Once in the program, 40.35% of all students participated in a long-term study 
abroad program. Over half of the students in the sample from the IMBA program 
participated in study abroad programs (a mean of 0.53 with a standard deviation of 0.51), 
while under a quarter of the students in the MBA program sample (a mean of 0.22 and a 
standard deviation of 0.42) studied abroad. Significantly more IMBA students 
participated in a long-term study abroad program than MBA students (p < .01). 
Since both business programs were full-time programs that required students to 
take classes during the day, all students needed to find employment upon completion of 
the program. While 84.21% of all students indicated that they were employed at the time 
that they took the survey, only 56.14% of all students were satisfied with their 
employment at that time. Students were asked about their satisfaction with their current 
employment on the survey as it was anticipated that job satisfaction upon completion of 
the program may impact students' feelings about various aspects of their graduate 
program. Satisfaction with employment will be discussed again as it pertains to overall 
student satisfaction with the graduate program. 
Table 7 indicates the number of hours that students worked on-campus and off-
campus during the fall and spring semesters of the first year in the program. In both the 
fall and the spring semesters, students worked more hours per week off-campus (an 
aggregate sample mean of 4.40 hours in the fall and 7.05 hours in the spring) than on-
campus (an aggregate sample mean of 2.91 hours in the fall and 4.61 hours in the spring). 
Independent samples t tests run at the five percent level indicated that students in the 
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IMBA program worked significantly more hours on-campus during the fall term than 
students in the MBA program (p < .05). During the fall term of the first year, students in 
the IMBA program worked on-campus a mean of 3.72 hours with a standard deviation of 
7.29, while their counterparts in the MBA program worked on-campus a mean of 1.74 
hours with a standard deviation of 0.79. This result is not too surprising, however, given 
that there are more international students in IMBA program than in the MBA program 
and international students on a student visa cannot work off-campus during the first year 
of their program and are therefore more likely to work on-campus during that time. 
Table 7 
Hours Worked by Aggregate Survey Sample and Sample by Program 
Aggregate MBA IMBA 
Sample3 Sampleb Sample0 
Variable Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
Off-Campus Fall 4.40 9.62 3.52 7.61 5.00 10.85 
On-Campus Fall 2.91 6.13 1.74 3.78 3.73 7.29 
Off-Campus Spring 7.05 10.63 6.30 8.76 7.58 11.87 
On-Campus Spring 
w . a r-T b -i-* c 
4.61 6.51 3.87 5.50 5.12 7.15 
Note: "n=57, bn=23, cn=34. 
Table 8 provides descriptive statistics from the survey regarding the students' age 
at the start of their graduate program. Students in the aggregate sample had a mean age 
of 27.49 with a reported minimum age of 21, maximum age of 48, and a standard 
deviation of 4.48 years. It appears that students may not remember exactly what age they 
were when they began the program, as the population data indicates that no one was 
under the age of 22 at the start of the program. The mean age of the aggregate population 
was 26.99 with a minimum age of 22, maximum age of 48, and a standard deviation of 
4.06 years. If one student reported an incorrect minimum age, it is possible that other 
90 
ages were also not reported correctly. Since age was not found to be a significant 
variable in the quantitative analysis conducted regarding student achievement or 
satisfaction with a cohort-based program, the errors that students made in regards to their 
age at the start of the program should not have an adverse effect on the findings of this 
study. While it is possible that the incorrect information provided may have been a 
reason why age was not found to be a significant variable, it is not likely given that the 
difference between the population and sample was not significant. 
Table 8 
Age and GPA of Aggregate Survey Sample and Sample by Program 
Aggregate MBA IMBA 
SampL ea Sampleb Samplec 
Variable Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD 
Age at Start of Program 27.49 4.48 27.00 4.05 27.82 4.78 
Cumulative GPA 
> r . a r-? b •>-> C -i A 
3.67 0.24 3.78 0.21 3.60 0.24 
Note: "n=57, bn=23, cn=34. 
Finally, Table 8 indicates the students' self-reported GPA from their MBA 
business program. The mean GPA for the aggregate sample was 3.67 with a standard 
deviation of 0.24. An independent samples t test run at the 5% level showed that students 
in the MBA program graduated with a significantly higher GPA than students in the 
IMBA program (p < .01). GPA is one of the traditional methods of assessing a student's 
level of achievement in an academic program and was one of the factors used in the 
quantitative assessment of the research questions as described in the discussion that 
follows. 
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Findings for Research Question 1 
The first research question sought to understand how participation in a mixed-
cohort format impacts students' academic achievement in a graduate program. 
Specifically, this question asked: To what extent does participation in a mixed-cohort 
program impact students' individual learning and development? To answer this research 
question, three sub-questions were addressed: the first sub-question explored the extent to 
which demographic variables impact students' perception of their learning and 
development in a mixed-cohort program; the second sub-question investigated students' 
perceptions of the role that their experience in the closed-cohort played in their personal 
learning and development; and the third sub-question considered how changing from a 
closed-cohort to an open-cohort in the middle of the graduate program altered students' 
perceptions of their learning and development. The quantitative and qualitative findings 
pertaining to the first research question are discussed below as they relate to each of the 
three sub-questions. 
Research Question la 
The first sub-question of the first research question inquired about the role that 
demographic variables played in student learning and development in the cohort-based 
program. Demographic variables are important to consider as some of these variable 
cannot be controlled for or changed in order to increase student learning and 
development. Explicitly the first sub-question asked: To what extent, if any, do 
demographic variables play a role in students' perception of their learning and 
development in a mixed-cohort program? 
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To determine how demographic factors impacted students' achievement in their 
graduate program, a regression model was created utilizing various demographic 
measures as independent variables and students' self-reported, cumulative, graduate GPA 
as the dependent variable. Table 9 presents the result of Regression Model 1, 
demonstrating how various demographic variables impacted students' grades. Holding 
all other variables constant, every hour that a student worked off-campus in the fall 
semester of the first year of the graduate business program decreased students' GPA by 
0.01 points; participation in the MBA program instead of the IMBA program increased 
students' GPA by 0.13 points; and participation in a long-term study abroad program 
decreased students' GPA by 0.12 points. Regression Model 1 explains 25.7% of the 
variance in students' GPA and is significant at the p=.10 level. 
Table 9 
Regression Model I - How Demographic Variables Impact Students' Academic 





B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 
(Constant) 3.70 0.05 71.89 .00 
Hours Per Week Worked Off 
Campus Fall Semester Year One -0.01 0.00 -0.26 -2.22 .03* 
MBA Program 0.13 -0.06 0.27 2.14 .04* 
Long Term Study Abroad 
Participation -0.12 0.06 -0.24 -1.94 .06** 
Note. R'= .26. 
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.10. 
To further understand the reason that studying abroad negatively impacts 
students' grades interview participants were asked about the factors that they felt may 
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have influenced their academic performance during their study abroad experience. In 
response, many students addressed the fact that their priorities were split between travel 
experiences and their education. An IMBA student said, "The whole purpose for going 
abroad to the student is to go abroad, see a different place, check out the sites, go have 
fun, meet the foreign students—which is an education in itself, but not necessarily a class 
that it is designed to teach. I would say I definitely did not work as hard as I did back [at 
school]." Another IMBA student said, "Once you get to the other country, there is so 
much more to take in." Even an MBA student who took his classes quite seriously 
admitted that it was difficult to say that classes were the priority abroad. He said: 
You are in Barcelona for a couple of weeks, there is something to be said for 
saying 'really, what is my priority here?' ... So to a certain extent, I was there 
treating the classes more seriously than some of the other members that were 
there, not all of which were in my cohort, but I can't necessarily say that they 
made the wrong choice in that case. 
Although this student mentioned that his class abroad included some people who were 
not from his cohort, none of the students interviewed made any indication that being 
away from the cohort played any role in the grades they received abroad. 
While the above mentioned and additional demographic variables explained 
further variation in students' independent learning and development in their graduate 
business program, those demographic variables are included in Regression Model 2 and 
Regression Model 3 that address the second and third sub-questions of the first research 
question. The results of Regression Model 2 and Regression Model 3 are explained in 
the discussions of the findings for sub-questions lb and lc respectively. 
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Research Question lb 
The second sub-question explored the impact that participation in the cohort had 
on students' personal and academic development while they were in their graduate 
program. Specifically, the question asked: How do students perceive that their initial 
closed-cohort contributed to their learning and development, if at all? 
A second regression model was created to assess quantitatively how demographic 
and closed-cohort variables influenced students' perception of the impact that the closed-
cohort had on their ability to achieve academic performance. As indicated in Table 10, 
Regression Model 2 shows that holding all other variables constant, a change in marital 
status during the academic program decreased the perceived impact that the cohort had 
on students ability to achieve academic performance by 3.77 points or 75.4%; 
participation in the MBA program instead of the IMBA program increased the perceived 
impact of the closed-cohort by 0.47 points or 9.4%; every point on a 5-point scale that 
students' used to indicate the impact that their closed-cohort had on their ability to attend 
to their personal life increased students' perception of the impact that the closed-cohort 
had on their ability to achieve academic performance by 0.43 points or 8.6%; and every 
additional percent of cohort members students' were still in contact with increased the 
perceived impact that the cohort had on students' ability to achieve academic 
performance by 0.01 points or 0.02%. Regression Model 2 explains 48.6% of the 




Regression Model 2 - Factors Influencing the Perceived Impact that the Closed-Cohort 





B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 
(Constant) 2.00 0.37 5.38 .00 
Marital Status Change During 
Program 
-3.77 0.28 -0.14 -1.36 .18 
MBA Program 0.47 0.18 0.28 2.72 .01** 
Impact of Cohort on Ability to 
Attend to Personal Life 
0.43 0.09 0.50 4.79 .00** 
Percentage of Cohort In 
Contact With on a Regular 
Basis Currently 
0.01 0.00 0.27 2.62 .01* 
Notes. R = .49. 
* p < .05. ** p< .01. 
While a change in marital status during the program was not significant when 
included with all of the other variables in Regression Model 2, it was left in the model 
since it was a significant variable if participation in the MBA program was removed. 
Since the choice of program is important and a change in marital status during the 
program cannot be controlled for, it was determined that the model was more effective 
with both variables included. 
In the qualitative portion of the survey and the interviews, students discussed the 
ways in which they perceived that the initial closed-cohort contributed to their learning 
and development. Many students said that the closed-cohort enhanced their learning by 
motivating them; providing a team-oriented learning environment, which gave them the 
ability to work effectively with one another and easily create new study teams; providing 
them with a supportive and helpful environment; affording them the opportunity to 
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leverage the strengths of their classmates; and allowing them to learn from one another. 
Specific examples from these themes are shared in the sections that follow. 
Motivating. When asked on the survey about the benefits of starting the program 
as a closed-cohort, students from both programs said that they found the cohort to be very 
motivating. Some students indicated that the cohort structure itself "helped develop 
friendships and motivation levels," as one IMBA student said. Some other students 
specified that they were motivated by knowing that they could count on the support of 
their classmates. One MBA student stated that the cohort provided a "sense that we were 
all in this together and that anyone who felt' out of place' would be assisted and 
motivated by the other students in the cohort." Or more generally, an IMBA student said 
the cohort helps you "get to know people that will help you achieve better results." Other 
students felt motivated and challenged because they were surrounded by smart and driven 
students. As an MBA student said, "A small group of smart people with similar goals, 
intent on deriving real benefit from the program, fosters a certain desire to be successful." 
Another MBA student said, "As a part of the [MBA] program, I also felt more 
challenged. I learned a great deal from my cohort." 
During the interviews, a number of MBA students expanded upon the idea that 
they were academically motivated by their cohort. One MBA student was motivated 
simply by the fact that she enjoyed being with her cohort members: "I made some friends 
and I know that affects your performance because you're happier, you're more excited to 
go to class, things like that." She also said, "Academically, too, when you are doing 
group projects with people you like or you feel comfortable with, probably your 
performance would increase." Another MBA student who was very driven himself said 
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that the cohort allowed him to get to know students enough to push and encourage his 
classmates. He said, "I knew these people a lot. I can push certain ways and I know they 
will follow along; they are going to keep up." He also talked about how the cohort 
helped him to work efficiently when he said, "I know that there is a certain subset of 
people I can study with and we can make a lot of progress and do what we need to do in a 
very efficient manner." Effective teamwork, which was mentioned by a number of 
students as a benefit of the cohort, is expanded upon below. 
Team oriented. Students and faculty repeatedly talked about cohort in relation to 
teams, teamwork, and teambuilding. The cohort helped "establish a strong platform for 
team-oriented environment," as one MBA student said on the survey. Students felt that 
the cohort helped create a collaborative team-oriented atmosphere as opposed to a 
competitive environment. One IMBA student said it provided the "feeling of working 
with a team as opposed to competing with classmates." Another IMBA student said that 
the "key benefit is belonging instantly to a social group/team," which "promoted [an] 
aspect of team work [sic] through the MBA course." A third IMBA student said, "We 
approached everything like a team and it paid off." During an interview an MBA student 
said that he "would rather collaborate and work together with people to learn and succeed 
than try to beat everyone at a project, which is how some other MBA programs are." 
In addition to providing a team-oriented environment, the cohort structure 
provided students with an opportunity to learn how to develop as a team and practice 
teambuilding skills. On the survey an MBA student said," Starting out as a cohort helped 
... with learning how to develop as a team." Another MBA student said, "We learned 
great team building skills ... and learned how to work with people who have different 
personalities." A faculty member and former administrator of both programs indicated 
that the focus on teambuilding is not accidental when she said, "I have seen them learn 
through conflict where we talk about teaching leadership, we talk about teaching 
teambuilding and then we put it right to the test. I have seen them develop on how to 
manage some of that." 
The teambuilding skills learned through the cohort program assisted students each 
time that they needed to form new study teams or groups. As one of the faculty members 
who teaches teambuilding said, "They should be able, after a cohort program, to get off to 
a quicker, faster start to forming their new teams, since they've done it and they've 
worked together." Students indicated that this was exactly what happened. During an 
interview, an MBA student said, "The cohort grew very comfortable knowing who to 
work with, how they were going to work, and even form teams very quickly and sort of 
get down to the business of the material at hand." One IMBA student articulated on the 
survey that "this gave us an advantage when we were paired with each other at later 
points in our MBA experience as we didn't have to go through that initial learning curve 
and introductions with new group members." According to the faculty member, cohorts 
help reduce the time needed for forming groups because students know one another well 
and can therefore bypass some of the normal group development phases. He said: 
With the new teams all of the time, you have to go through this whole group 
development all of the time: starting with the forming and storming, a lot of 
hidden agendas, and not knowing what to expect from everyone; you shortcut that 
with the same teams, because you don't have to go back and repeat it over and 
over again. 
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Learning teambuilding skills and being able to form new teams paves the way for 
students to learn and work together effectively. 
In part because cohort members get to know each other really so well, they are 
able to work together effectively and efficiently. As indicated by an IMBA student on 
the survey, "The emphasis on group work means that a cohort arrangement helps 
initially, because you develop a comfort level with the other students [sic] which helps 
you work more effectively and honestly with one another." Another IMBA student 
expanded upon this idea on the survey: 
By working with the same small group of people, I believe our group work 
became more effective. I was able to learn how to work with different people, 
having had repetitive exposure to the way they think, organize and work. 
Two additional IMBA students made similar comments on the survey. One said that 
getting to know their classmates on an intimate level early on "enhanced my learning 
because when assigned a project we were able to immediately get to the task at hand and 
didn't have to consistently deal with interpersonal issues," and the other said they were 
able to "mobilize on certain events/issues." One of the faculty members who assisted 
with the development this particular MBA mixed-cohort format also discussed how the 
closed-cohort helps establish effective teamwork: 
The advantage of having the same teams is that you really know each other; you 
know what you can expect. You figure out who are the specialists for different 
things. You can be more open with each other because you have more intimacy 
and trust. It can be a more deeper, effective and efficient learning experience. 
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The idea that students identify the specialists among themselves will be discussed in 
further detail below, as that is was another prominent way that the cohort helped students 
to learn and work together efficiently. 
Supportive. Students and faculty alike discussed how the cohort provides a 
supportive environment where students help one another. The cohort helped students 
adjust to being in school again. "We studied together, ate together and were able to help 
each other adjust to being back in school and supported each other during the first 
semester," said one IMBA student on the survey. This cohort helped some students 
adjust to a new location as well as a new program, as an IMBA student said, "Our 
classmates were the first people we met in the area and became an important support 
system in a new city and a high-stress, demanding (but rewarding) MBA experience." An 
MBA student from Asia said: 
My American friends, they took care of me really well too. Unfortunately, I was 
too shy to speak with them when we first met.... But I can guarantee that they all 
have a nice heart and they all really [si'c] nice to me. 
The cohort helped students feel comfortable with the program and that support extended 
beyond the classroom. Students helped each other "inside and outside of class," 
according to an IMBA student. 
In regards to classwork, an MBA student mentioned that they "had a chance to 
form small groups and share the study work load." Because they knew each other well, 
they were "more comfortable in asking questions in class and seeking help from other 
students," according to an IMBA student. Another IMBA student took it to the next level 
when he or she said, "We relied on each other and leveraged that personal connection to 
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build up the trust and dependency you need in project assignment work." It was clear 
that the relationships established among the cohort played a key role in the way that 
students were able to help one another. An IMBA student mentioned, "The more you 
know your fellow students, the more you can help them and help yourself learn certain 
subjects." While relationships play a role, so does the rigor of the academic program. A 
faculty member said: "I think it's not by design but I know it is happening is that, because 
finance is challenging, it forces them to help each other." 
In addition to the general support that the closed-cohort offered students, it 
allowed students to know each other well enough to leverage and build upon each other's 
strengths. Examples from this specific type of help that students provide one another are 
provided in the section that follows. 
Leveraging strengths. Recognizing and leveraging strengths was a theme that 
was commonly highlighted in both the survey and follow-up interviews. On the survey, 
one MBA student said that they "recognize strengths/weaknesses accordingly." Another 
MBA student specified that they "learned strengths/weaknesses/personalities of cohort 
members better than we would have, had we been in only a few classes together." An 
IMBA student said that "we ... learned to work well with each other exploiting the 
strengths of others." In the follow-up interviews, students expanded upon this topic a 
little further. For example, one IMBA student said, "We got to know one another pretty 
well and their strengths and weaknesses and we could play to those during our 
schoolwork." An MBA student said, "Within my cohort I felt like it was exceptionally 
cohesive unit where we were able to work with each other's strengths and quickly on 
projects." If there were "projects where I had weaknesses and other people in the group 
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had strengths," and IMBA student said, "I could learn from them which ultimately made 
the final project or product better." An international IMBA student said, "It was fantastic 
because whatever I was lacking they had it and we could come with a great outcome." 
A number of students gave specific examples of how they learned from each 
other's strengths. An IMBA student said, "There were challenges with any assignments 
or projects where I had weaknesses and other people in the group had strengths and I 
could learn from them which ultimately made the final project or product better." An 
IMBA student said: 
I did not have experience with a lot of tools utilized in business such as Excel, as 
a primary example. So a lot of times these assignments relied heavily on Excel 
spreadsheets, for example, and I didn't have any experience with it so I relied 
heavily on friends in the cohort just to assist me in how to do it.... It would have 
been a big challenge if I had not had their assistance. 
An international MBA student said, "I had an economics major while I studied in 
undergraduate [sic] and others didn't so I tutored them every time before we had exam. 
One of my friend, he took BBA so he taught us accounting and finance." 
Some students even described the way that they leveraged strengths for team 
assignments. An MBA student from the 2006 cohort identified it as "a little bit of give 
and take" where they would "make semi-formal arrangements. Ok, we'll do 70/30, you 
do.... We played on each other's strengths and helped with each other's weaknesses." 
An MBA student from the 2007 cohort said something similar: "There was a division of 
labor towards people's specialties to a certain degree .... So we would together form a 
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team that had more skills than any of us had individually." Faculty members have also 
recognized this leveraging of strengths: 
They become so close they know each other's strengths and weaknesses that they 
really end up helping each other, helping each other manage even emotions, 
manage content, some people are much better at writing, some are much better at 
speaking, and they learn to leverage each other's strengths and they help each 
other because everyone has different strengths. 
The cohort format affords students the opportunity to leverage the strengths in such a 
manner that seems to benefit everyone. 
Learning from others. Students said that one of the benefits of starting as a 
closed-cohort was that they learned a lot from the experience of their classmates. On the 
survey an IMBA student said "You get to learn a lot more from other students." An 
MBA student said that it is "helpful to share info and past experiences for projects." 
Students indicated that they were able to leverage students' experience, similar to the 
leveraging of strengths: "I was able to learn from their work experiences and we were 
able to help each other out in classes based upon our own personal knowledge base," said 
an IMBA student. Learning from others added depth to their learning. "We learned a lot 
from each other in a deep and meaningful way," said an IMBA student; an MBA student 
said, "The questions and perspectives that these individuals brought to the discussions 
was [sic] enormously beneficial." In fact, on the survey one IMBA student said that that 
one of the benefits of the cohort was "learning from them as much as the professors," and 
in an interview another said "They were a very diverse group, very international, with a 
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lot of interesting experiences. I learned almost as much from them as from the 
professors." 
Some students used general terms to describe the ways in which learning from 
others impacted their own learning and development. An IMBA student said: 
You always learn a lot from new people. You learn new approaches, personal or 
professional, so I think the insight was more of that we learned a lot from each 
other and it was more of a life experience rather than a changing dramatic thing 
tomorrow onwards. 
Other students were much more specific with their examples and noted how cohort 
members could help them fill in gaps in their own experience. For example, an MBA 
student said, "I primarily came in with a solid academic background and some other 
students contributed knowledge from their own work history." An IMBA student said, 
"People with different backgrounds other than me helped me out with group projects. ... 
I would watch someone who mastered Excel use it and then I would be like, 'oh my gosh, 
how did you do that?'" 
One of the ways that students learned a lot from one another was by sharing their 
experience during class discussions. A number of students said that the cohort created a 
sense of comfort, which played an important role in the students learning and 
development. For example, an IMBA student said: 
[The cohort] allows the more introverted students to become comfortable and 
contribute in class. Also, as an IMBA student, some of the foreign students were 
hesitant to speak in class at first because they didn't have confidence in their 
English. Without the cohort system it is quite possible that these two groups of 
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students would never have become comfortable enough to contribute in class 
discussions and I would have lost out on what believe is one of the most 
important aspects of graduate level courses, the discourse between peers. 
This sense of comfort will be revisited under research question 2b, as it also pertains to 
the relationships developed among students. 
The diversity of experience among students had a big impact on students' learning 
and development. The IMBA student from the past example continued on to say that 
"everyone's mix of experience, the diverse experience between groups actually ends up 
being pretty beneficial." An MBA student said, "I think it was good to see everyone's 
different ideas and where everyone came from. We had a really diverse group of people 
so it was cool to get everyone's different opinions, points of view on things." Another 
MBA student said, "People's different cultures they came from and people's different 
world views would add to a whole other way of thinking and problem solving that would 
have been missing otherwise." 
This diversity of backgrounds was especially important to students in the IMBA 
program, who were studying to become leaders in multinational companies and 
organizations. Many IMBA students commented specifically about the international 
experience shared among students. One said: 
I was able to interact with people from a pretty wide variety of countries: from 
South Africa, Zimbabwe, South America, Asia, Mexico. ... I learned so much 
from people who have a different outlook or perspective on things, both on an 
individual personal level—their personal experiences—but then also of course 
their global business experiences, people who have worked in different countries. 
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Another said, "Because of the cohort structure with international students and Americans, 
it was great to always get that other perspective that you wouldn't necessarily get in a 
regular program. So learning truly about how international business works from 
international students." 
On the survey students also listed some of the disadvantages to starting the 
program as a closed-cohort. Among the most commonly discussed disadvantages, 
students indicated that the closed-cohort was small and therefore limited the experiences 
they were able to gain from other students as well as the network they were able to create. 
However, the disadvantages that students described about starting the program as a 
closed-cohort were also identified as the benefits that students associated with moving to 
an open-cohort after the first term of the program. For example, a faculty member and 
former administrator discussed the benefits about mixing two cohort formats. While she 
did not specify that the closed-cohort does not create much opportunity for networking, 
she indicated that moving out of the closed-cohort provided students the opportunity to 
expand their network. She said: 
I think [the mixed-cohort] has all of the advantages that one might have with the 
closed-cohort experience: the bonding, the learning together, the building on 
teamwork, and learning from that... then moving forward, they are able to move 
more into a mixture, the open part, so they expand their network. But they have 
already built that strong tie with the cohort so they don't lose it. 
The ways in which changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort altered students' 
perceptions of their learning and development are addressed in the discussion around the 
findings for research question lc that follows. 
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Research Question lc 
The third sub-question for the first research question addressed the impact that 
moving from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort after the first semester of the program had 
on students' ability to achieve academic performance. Specifically, the third sub-
question asked: In what ways, if at all, does changing from a closed-cohort to an open-
cohort alter students' perceptions of their learning and development? 
A third regression model was created to determine the variables that influenced 
the perceived impact that having non-cohort members in class after the first semester of 
the program had on students' ability to achieve academic performance. The results of 
Regression Model 3 are presented in Table 11. 
Table 11 
Regression Model 3 - Factors Influencing the Perceived Impact that Having Non-Cohort 
Members in Class Had on Students' Ability to Achieve Academic Performance 
Standardize 
Coefficients Unstandardized d 
Coefficients Coefficients 
B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 
(Constant) ~ oTi 27.61 !00 
Hours Per Week Employed Off 
Campus Fall Semester Year One 0.03 0.01 0.37 3.10 .00* 
Number of Children Living at -2.11 0.77 -0.33 -2.74 .01* 
Home at Start of Program 
Note. R2= .26. 
* p < . 0 1 .  
Regression Model 3 indicates that two demographic variables influenced how 
students perceived that having non-cohort members in their classes impacted their ability 
to achieve academic performance. Holding all other variables constant, every hour a 
student worked off campus in the first semester of the program (during the closed-cohort 
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portion of the program) increased the perceived impact that non-cohort members in class 
had on students' ability to achieve academic performance by 0.03 points or 6% and every 
child living at home at the start of the students' graduate program decreased the perceived 
impact that non-cohort members had on students' ability to achieve academic 
performance by 2.11 points or 42.2%. Students who spent more time working off 
campus during the closed-cohort portion of the program found that having non-cohort 
students in some of their classes positively impacted their ability to achieve academic 
performance, whereas students with children at home found that having non-cohort 
members in class after the first semester of the program had a negative impact on their 
ability to achieve academic performance. While students who worked off campus may 
not have had a chance to develop close relationships with cohort members, students who 
had children at home may have felt supported by their cohort members and therefore 
experienced a loss when classes were opened up to others or did not value the influence 
of the non-cohort members in their classes. It is also possible that students with children 
at home who were connected with their cohort did not have time left for anyone else 
when the cohort was opened up. 
Regressions were also run utilizing closed- and open-cohort variables as 
independent variables, but none of those variables were found to be significant in the 
regression model. Regression Model 3, containing only demographic independent 
variables, explains 25.5% of the variance in the perceived impact that having non-cohort 
members in class after the first term of the academic program had on students' ability to 
achieve academic performance. Regression Model 3 is significant at the p=.01 level. 
109 
While cohort variables were not found to be significant in determining the impact 
that non-cohort members had on student's ability to achieve academic performance, this 
does not indicate that non-cohort members had a greater impact on students' academic 
achievement than cohort members. On a 5-point scale where five indicated that cohort or 
non-cohort members had an extremely positive impact on students' ability to achieve 
academic performance overall, students gave a mean rating of 4.09 with a standard 
deviation of 0.83 for the impact of cohort members and a mean rating of 3.21 with a 
standard deviation of 0.85 for the impact of non-cohort members on their ability to 
achieve academic success. An independent-sample t test comparing the perceived impact 
that the cohort had on students' ability to achieve academic performance with the 
perceived impact that non-cohort members had on students' ability to achieve academic 
performance indicated that students' felt that their cohort had a significantly higher 
impact on their academic performance than non-cohort students (p < .01). 
In the qualitative portion of the study, students identified a number of ways that 
moving from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort altered their perceptions of their learning 
and development within their graduate business program. Some students were very 
positive about the change and thought that it helped "keep more people on their toes, 
rather than growing comfortable (lazy)" and that "anything gets stale if you leave it the 
same too long," as two MBA students said. An IMBA student said that exposure to new 
students helped them "feel pushed to do better." Not all students, however, were wild 
about the change at least at the beginning. An MBA student admitted: "I did get to meet 
some new people  bu t  I  jus t  fe l t  l ike  these  people  were  coming  in to  our  c lass .  . . .  I t  
sounds petty, but I was kind of mad, I didn't like it." And a handful of students said that 
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they didn't think the change in format altered their learning experience in any significant 
way. As an MBA student said, "Nothing changed much since 60-70% of the class still be 
[s/c] our same closed-cohort." 
Three main themes were identified by students in regards to the way that 
changing cohort formats after the first semester altered their learning and development; 
two of the themes were benefits and one theme addressed a disadvantage. The two main 
benefits of moving to an open-cohort were the exposure to additional diversity and the 
expanded networking opportunities. The disadvantage was that students felt that having 
non-cohort members in their classes detracted from their learning. Examples from these 
three themes are provided below. 
Additional diversity. As previously indicated, one of the disadvantages that 
students identified about starting the program with a closed-cohort was that their class 
discussions were limited to the experiences of a small number of students. By opening 
some of their classes to non-cohort members after the first semester of the program, 
students overwhelmingly felt that they gained "exposure to new ideas/points of view." 
Examples of the ways that this added diversity impacted student learning permeated both 
the survey and student interviews. 
In response to the survey question, "What were the benefits/disadvantages of 
having other students in your classes after the end of the first semester," MBA students 
said that they benefitted from having "more people's opinions and backgrounds than just 
the cohort," getting to "know more about other people—learn new ideas and ways of 
thinking," and gaining "exposure to other students with different interests, differing 
emphases." One student specified that "it allowed us to expand our horizons by meetings 
I l l  
people from different backgrounds who could share their knowledge in the classroom." 
Another said that they benefitted from having the opportunity to "share experiences from 
both in and out of the program, and work with a new array of people from different 
professional backgrounds." 
1MB A students also provided a number of examples of how "it's nice to get new 
perspectives." They said that they "could hear different points of views, learn about other 
people," and had "new points of view and experiences to draw from." One student said 
that they "felt these people were able to bring new perspectives as we had exhausted what 
the cohort had to offer." Another said, "You learn more from meeting different people 
than you do from talking to the same person over and over again." A third student 
commented that the new students brought a "much needed fresh voice." 
On the survey 1MB A students specified that "there are always benefits of 
additional viewpoints, especially in a classroom setting." They had a "better learning 
experience through opportunity to work with broader set of varied minds with diversity 
of thinking," which "led to more robust discussions." One student suggested that "the 
more people you meet and learn from, the more divers [sic] your thinking is and the more 
you actually do learn." Another IMBA student wrote that they particularly gained a lot 
from the perspectives that the part-time students brought to class: 
It simply added different perspectives during classroom discussions. Particularly 
the [part-time] students who tended to be older, employed and had less theoretical 
explanations [JJ'C]. While I believe there was a fair amount of brain power in the 
full-time student cohorts, there were several [part-time] students that had a more 
linear thought process, most likely the result of having more experience. 
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Part-time students mixed with students from the MBA and IMBA full-time cohorts for 
elective courses. 
The benefit of additional diversity continued to surface in the interview phase of 
the study. An MBA student said, "I do think that adding in a mix of lots of perspectives 
was very valuable.... I feel like the discussions opened up." An IMBA student said, "I 
think we were finally exposed to [diversity] when we did open up." Another IMBA 
student expanded upon this subject when she said that "the value of whatever non-cohort 
people in my class, their diverse background and whatever job they had at the time was 
invaluable with any group work because it just brought a perspective to the table." She 
specified that she felt that she needed to "lean on my classmates with different 
backgrounds because I only came from my own and ... I wanted to continue tapping 
other people and using them as resources to get whatever project accomplished." 
Similar to the survey responses, a couple of interviewees specifically mentioned 
that the part-time students brought a welcomed perspective. The part-time students "had 
more work experience to draw from," according to an MBA cohort member. In addition 
to bringing more years of experience, an IMBA student said that the part-time students 
"are bringing a whole new aspect to the program because they are working full-time, 
their objectives are different, so that was pretty nice." "It was good getting to know their 
side of life and seeing why did they think the MBA benefitted them, where they were in 
life," according to a full-time MBA student. 
The other perspective that was especially appreciated by the MBA students was 
the international experience that the IMBA students offered. One of the MBA students 
believed that her cohort was lacking of the international perspective; she said that she 
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estimated that "90% were native born Americans and then with interacting with the 
IMBAs and even the [part-time] MBAs, there were a lot more foreign born nationals and 
we didn't really have that in our cohort." Another student in her cohort also appreciated 
that new students "positively contributed experiences from abroad that my cohort for the 
most part was mostly devoid of, as least as far as people who would speak up and 
contribute international experiences." An MBA student from the cohort that started the 
year before said, "It gave me an opportunity to work in groups with students from 
cultures that perhaps I hadn't interacted with before. So maybe broadening my cultural 
horizons, but besides that, it was just nice getting to know different people." 
One student, in particular, from the MBA cohort that started in the fall of 2006 
was able to thoroughly explain the diversity of thought that new brought to classroom 
discussions: 
The other people didn't have the same experiences we did, so they came with a 
different point of view and sometimes it didn't make much difference and 
sometimes it made a big difference. There were certain conversations we would 
have in classes where they could cite cases that we hadn't studied or just kind of 
reference conversations and they had done a lot of the same thinking and hashing 
over and a lot of intellectual work, just like we had done, in a different 
environment with different people so they'd come to different conclusions and a 
different experience - it added a lot. The cohort is pretty small, so you know what 
everyone is going to bring after a certain bit. It is refreshing to have new people -
it adds more variety. That is a good thing. 
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Exposure to new students expanded upon the experience that students were able to gain 
from one another, increased the diversity among students, and renewed classroom 
discussions by adding fresh voices. 
Expanded network. Another benefit of moving from a closed-cohort to an open-
cohort after the first semester of the program that was repeatedly mentioned by students 
was the ability to expand their network and meet new people. On the survey, a number 
of MBA students made comments analogous to: "provides new outlet to network," 
"expanded networking" and "we were able to meet new people and learn from them as 
well as those in our cohort." Similarly, IMBA students said things such as they felt "part 
of larger business school," that the "key benefit is extended networking and knowing 
more people," and that they were able to "build stronger, broader networks." 
Students specified on the survey that this opportunity to expand their network was 
particularly important since their cohorts were small. An IMBA student said, "It gave us 
a chance to meet other people beyond our small cohort." Likewise, and MBA student 
said that it was "good to be introduced to other folks, that's part of the benefit of an MBA 
program that's hard to take advantage of in a smaller program." During the interviews 
students said that getting to know more students was particularly important for students 
in business school for two reasons. First, an MBA student that they needed to expand 
their network in order to learn one of the skills needed that students are supposed to learn 
in business school. He said, "The MBA really is ... learning who is going to be a good 
team member. And those are all skills that you can't do if you are with the same teams 
for a year and a half." Second, an IMBA student said that the main point of an MBA 
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program "is a lot about your relationships. ... The more you get to know students the 
better it is. It is basically—what I call it—a free networking event." 
Networking helped students learn and develop because they were able to meet 
other people who were in a situation similar to them. On the survey, an IMBA student 
said that the benefit of the open-cohort was "to know people from other cohorts or other 
programs that were in the same situation as you following the cohort semester." This 
'similar situation' sometimes related to their family and personal life, such as when an 
IMBA student said, "In later semesters I made acquaintance with people more my age 
with smiliar [s/c] goals and period in life. (Married, kids, working, work experience)," or 
it referred to their professional goals, such as when an MBA student said, "Once the 
comfort level above was met, it allowed us to spread our wings and meet additional 
people who were students, headed in the same direction." 
Practically speaking, networking can also help students learn about different 
career options and job opportunities. One IMBA student wrote on the survey that "there 
were many part-time MB As in the class who had to keep their day jobs ... finding out 
what they did and picking their brain about their careers" was a benefit of the open-
cohort. One of the faculty members interviewed also talked about the importance of 
mixing with the part-time students in regards to networking about job opportunities. He 
said: 
One of the things I think that this blended model of cohort plus non-cohort is that 
as the students get into the electives phase, I think one of the benefits is they get 
to rub shoulders with the [part-time] MBA program students. From my 
perspective, that is a benefit because these [part-time] MBA students are plugged 
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into our business community and they are able to pass on information on which 
companies are hiring or once in a while opportunities exist and so forth. I think 
that is really a benefit of not having a pure cohort all the way through. 
It is important to note, however, that not all students felt that they were really able to 
build relationships or expand their network with non-cohort members. As an IMBA 
student noted on the survey: 
It was harder to relate and get to know students, network, and build lasting 
relationships that are meaningful for business networking in the future. They 
were simply classmates who were in the same class. We did not share the 
common bond of the cohort experience. The disadvantage was that it made it 
more difficult to establish connections and relationships important to networking 
and growing as we students move forward into our careers. 
While only one student commented specifically about the challenge of including non-
cohort students in their network, other students made similar remarks regarding the 
challenges of establishing relationships with non-cohort members more generally, which 
is discussed under research question 2c. The fact that this student became frustrated 
because it was difficult to network with non-cohort members further illustrates the 
importance that students place on networking. 
Networking extends beyond the graduate program and has a lasting impact on 
students' lives post-graduation. As one IMBA student clarified, "A lot of good friends I 
have right now at work or whatever, a lot of relationships I have established, are because 
of these people I know." The powerful resource that networking provides students is no 
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doubt the reason that so many people mentioned it as a benefit of moving into an open-
cohort. 
Detracted from learning. Although many students identified one or two ways 
that their learning and development benefitted from moving to an open-cohort, some 
students also shared examples of how having some non-cohort members in their classes 
detracted from their learning experience. When asked on the survey about the benefits 
and disadvantages of taking classes with non-cohort members after the first semester, 
MBA students said things ranging from "I learned less from these peers" to "It was easier 
to get a better grade," indicating that they did not have to work as hard for their grades 
after the first semester. 
A number of MBA students seemed to believe that the students from the 1MB A 
program and the part-time program were not of the same caliber academically as students 
in their own cohort. Students from both the 2006 and 2007 entering MBA cohorts 
expressed this sentiment on the survey by saying things such as" students were of much 
different academic caliber that we were used to in our first semester's close cohort," "I 
felt like, whether perceived or not, like my cohort had an intellectual advantage over the 
other cohorts we were mixed with," "I am a strong believer that, generally, the [MBA] 
program attracted higher caliber students (not to say that there were not very talented 
students in the [other] programs)." 
Some MBA students felt that class discussions were not as constructive as they 
had been with just the cohort. For example, on the survey an MBA student wrote, "The 
only true disadvantage I would state would be that discussions within the classes had the 
tendency to become a little more topical and less analytical." During an interview an 
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MBA student said, "I felt like we weren't able to delve as deeply or as far into a lot of the 
topics that were there because, as mentioned earlier, differences in learning styles and 
movement/speed that you desire the information." 
Some students also felt that the academic progress decreased once new students 
were added to their classes. The same student quoted above went on to say, "What was 
somewhat easily understood in classes by my cohort took longer to get out in classes that 
were all mixed together." On the survey, another student said: "Sometimes these new 
people could drag the discussions and overall class progress down." 
One MBA student admitted that he was not sure if the change in academic rigor 
was due to the addition of new students or a change in content. He said, "Certainly there 
were times where the class seemed like 'ok we are moving slower than we should be 
moving,' either due to the class content or the students participating-it is hard to say." 
That same student laughed as he added, "But again, I thought our own cohort should have 
been moving faster. I'm sort of hyper competitive." A few other students resonated with 
the idea that there had been a shift in the course content and rigor. On the survey an 
MBA student said: 
Getting thrown in with a group of students who did not seem very motivated, 
were not striving to achieve academically and who whose academic credentials 
were somewhat questionable to begin with encouraged professors to dumb down 
the curriculum. What began as a challenging program quickly dissolved into a 
boring means of passing the time. 
Regardless of the cause, several students noted a decrease in academic rigor after the first 
semester of the program and attributed that change to the change in cohort-formats. 
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An MBA student who was interviewed from the cohort that started in 2006 
provided an explanation for why students may have perceived a difference in the caliber 
of students between the MBA program and other programs. He explained that there were 
some good reasons that some students in his cohort in particular were not pleased about 
expanding classes to include non-cohort members. He said: 
There was also the fact that this was a new program and it was explicitly said that 
the courses had been redesigned to make them tougher and [pause] it would be 
harder in the sense that they would cover more and cover topics in a more 
succinct fashion. ... you are also told that you are part of the [new] program, you 
are here because you were selected to be, they talked about standardized tests -
they talked about test scores compared with the rest of the program - you are 
given the picture that your cohort is more competitive than the rest of the people 
who are taking various MBA classes. ... There was an intentional segregation of 
groups here and then to have that collapse without any real explanation as to 
whether it is the same level of rigorous class design, intellectual stimulation—is 
that still going to be here? That wasn't really talked about. 
It is important to note that the cohort-based MBA program launched in the fall of 2006, 
so the students in the cohort were the first students ever in that program. The fact that the 
university was very proud of the caliber of students that were attracted to that program 
initially was noted by a faculty member who said," So we launched our first cohort in 
2006, much to our surprise. I still remember, I think the average GMAT was 646, which 
was a huge jump over where we were." While the explanation above may provide some 
prospective about why the MBA students who started in 2006 felt that there was a change 
in the caliber of classmates and the rigor of academics after the first semester of the 
program, it was not clear if the same reason held true for the students who started that 
program in 2007 who expressed those same concerns. 
While IMBA students did not seem to have quite as much to say on this topic as 
the MBA students, a few IMBA students noted ways that moving to the open-cohort 
detracted from their learning and development. One student talked about the increase in 
class sizes and said, "With other students added in, the large class size detracted from the 
learning environment established in the first semester cohort system." Another addressed 
the fact that they did not know the other students as well and said, "We did not know 
each other back ground [sic] so that it was hard to work with some time." Overall, 
however, the feeling that moving from the closed-cohort to an open-cohort detracted 
from the learning that occurred appeared to be more of an issue for the MBA students 
than IMBA students. 
Other factors impacting students' experiences. During the interviews students 
and faculty were asked what other factors, outside of the change in the cohort format, 
may have impacted students' experience with their graduate program between the first 
and second semesters of the program. Three themes arose from the students' responses: 
selecting classes, scheduling differences, and study abroad. While not as many students 
and faculty commented on each of these themes as the other themes highlighted in 
findings from the qualitative inquiry, it seemed important to note the other factors that 
impacted students' experience during the same time that they changed cohort formats. 
Selecting classes. During the first semester of the program, MBA and IMBA 
students took all core classes along with their cohort members; there was no choice in 
which classes students took. When asked during the interview if there were other factors 
outside of the change in cohort format that may have changed students' experience 
between the first and second semesters, one student from each program and a faculty 
member mentioned the fact that starting with the second semester, students had a choice 
in the classes that they took. The MBA student said, "I think we were choosing our 
classes more. At that point you had more choice." The IMBA student said, "It gave 
everyone the flexibility to choose their path and choose their elective rather than the 
school dictating the entire MBA program to them." The faculty member and former 
program administrator said: 
They start off all together really sharing some common initial learning and then 
they discover what they want to do and they might join the entrepreneurship club 
or do Net Impact or the finance club, so they are kind of dispersing on their own 
paths, their own interests. 
When students had the opportunity to select classes that were of interest to them, it is 
possible that they may enjoy those courses differently than they would a class that is not 
of interest to them. Therefore, having the freedom to select classes could feasibly change 
the way that students feel about the program starting in the second semester. 
Scheduling differences. Each of the four different IMBA students interviewed 
highlighted the scheduling differences that existed between the first and second semester. 
Starting in the second semester all students started taking their elective courses in the 
evening. Since some of the core courses in the IMBA program are electives for other 
MBA students, IMBA students in particular have a lot more classes in the evening 
starting in the second semester, whereas all of their classes were during the day during 
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the first semester. This shift to evening classes led to "people getting jobs," as one 
student said, because of "the day to night thing." 
In addition to the change in the time of the classes, students' personal schedules 
freed them up to do other things because the class schedule was not quite as demanding 
as it had been in the first semester. As one student said, "You [are] used to working and 
studying crazy and then all of a sudden your schedule frees up so much that you are not 
used to this." This opening in their schedule left room for internships and other activities. 
One student said, "I think also the second semester people had different things going on. 
I got the internship. I think in the second semester one girl was pregnant, and people just 
started doing their own individual things." 
While students in the MBA program also started taking a few electives in the 
evening as early as the second semester of the program, they continued to have some of 
their core classes during the day, which is why the difference in scheduling may not have 
resonated with them as much as it did for the IMBA students. 
Study abroad. Another change that happened between the first and second 
semesters of the program is that many students studied abroad during the break between 
semesters. IMBA students were required to complete an international experience during 
that time and many MBA students elected to do so as well. Since most of the examples 
that resulted from those discussions were focused around student relationships and 
therefore are presented under research question 2b, it seemed noteworthy to mention the 
fact that a number of students brought up the subject of this study abroad experience 
when they were asked during the interview about other factors that impacted their 
experience with the graduate program between the first and second semesters. 
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Concluding Remarks Regarding Research Question 1 
Research question one explored how participation in a mixed-cohort program 
impacted students' individual learning and development. To answer this question 
quantitatively, three regression models were created. The first regression model 
measured how demographic variables impacted student GPA and found that working off-
campus during the first semester of the program, participating in the MBA instead of the 
IMBA, and participation in a long-term study abroad program impacted students' 
academic achievement as measured by their GPA. Regression Model 1 explained 25.7% 
of the variance in students' GPA and was significant at the p=10 level. The second 
regression model accounted for 48.6% of the variance in the perceived impact that the 
closed-cohort had on students' ability to achieve academic performance and was 
significant at the p=.05 level. Regression Model 2 found that the following variables 
influenced the perceived impact of the cohort on students' academic achievement: a 
change in marital status during the academic program, participation in the MBA program 
instead of the IMBA program, the extent to which students' indicated that their closed-
cohort had an impact on their ability to attend to their personal life, and the degree to 
which students were still in contact with cohort members at the time that they took the 
survey. While changing marital status was not found to be a significant variable, it was 
kept in the model because it is a variable that cannot be controlled and therefore the 
model was stronger with it than without it. 
The third regression model measured the impact that having non-cohort members 
in some classes after the first semester had on students' ability to achieve academic 
success and found that students who spent more time working off campus during the 
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closed-cohort portion of the program found that having non-cohort students in some of 
their classes positively impacted their ability to achieve academic performance, whereas 
students with children at home found that having non-cohort members in class after the 
first semester of the program had a negative impact on their ability to achieve academic 
performance. While students who worked off campus may not have had a chance to 
develop close relationships with cohort members, students who had children at home may 
have felt supported by their cohort members and therefore experienced a loss when 
classes were opened up to others. Regression Model 3 was significant at the p=.05 level 
and explained 25.5% of the variance in the perceived impact that having non-cohort 
members in class had on students' ability to achieve academic success. 
While cohort variables were not found to be significant in determining the impact 
that non-cohort members had on student's ability to achieve academic performance, this 
does not indicate that non-cohort members had a greater impact on students' academic 
achievement than cohort members. An independent-sample t test comparing the 
perceived impact that the cohort had on students' ability to achieve academic 
performance with the perceived impact that non-cohort members had on students' ability 
to achieve academic performance indicated that students' felt that their cohort had a 
significantly higher impact on their academic performance than non-cohort students (p 
<.01). 
Qualitatively, students said that that the closed-cohort enhanced their learning by 
motivating them; providing a team-oriented learning environment, which gave them the 
ability to work effectively with one another and easily create new study teams; providing 
them with a supportive and helpful environment; affording them the opportunity to 
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leverage the strengths of their classmates; and allowing them to learn from one another. 
Students also identified a number of ways that moving from a closed-cohort to an open-
cohort altered their perceptions of their learning and development within their graduate 
business program. The two main benefits of moving to an open-cohort were exposure to 
additional diversity and expanded networking opportunities. Some students indicated, 
however, that having non-cohort members in their classes detracted from their learning. 
During the interviews students and faculty were asked what other factors, outside 
of the change in the cohort format, may have impacted students' experience in their 
graduate program between the first and second semesters of the program. Three themes 
arose from the students' responses: having the ability to select their own classes; 
scheduling differences, including having some evening classes; and studying abroad 
during the January session that fell between the first and second semesters of the 
program. Overall, the biggest difference in students' experience between the first and 
second semesters was the change from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort format. 
Findings for Research Question 2 
The second research question sought to understand the relationships among 
students in a mixed-cohort program. Specifically this question asked: In what ways does 
participation in a mixed-cohort format impact the nature of relationships—including the 
development of interpersonal bonds—among students? To answer this research question, 
four sub-questions were attended to: the first sub-question explored the extent to which 
demographic variables impact student relationships within and outside of the closed-
cohort; the second sub-question inquired about how students viewed their interaction 
with students in the initial closed-cohort; the third sub-question investigated how 
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changing from the closed-cohort to an open-cohort impacted student relationships; and 
the fourth sub-question addressed the ways that students felt that the mixed-cohort format 
and length of time with closed-cohort group impacted the development of interpersonal 
relationships. Data from the student survey and the interviews were used to answer the 
four sub-sections of the second research question as indicated below. 
Research Question 2a 
The first sub-question of the second research question inquired about the role that 
demographics play in the development of student relationships in a mixed-cohort 
program. Specifically this question asked: To what extent, if any, do demographic 
variables play a role in students' perception of their relationships with cohort members 
and others in the program? 
A regression model was created to explore the impact that demographic variables 
had on the development of student relationships in the closed-cohort portion of the 
program. On the survey students used a 5-point Likert scale where 5 indicated that 
students' strongly agreed and 1 indicated that students' strongly disagreed with the 
following statement: I developed positive relationships with most of my cohort members; 
the answer to this question was used as the dependent variable for Regression Model 4. 
Independent variables for Regression Model 4 included demographic and closed-cohort 
variables. 
As indicated in Table 12, Regression Model 4 indicates that holding all other 
variables constant, participation in the MBA program decreased students' agreement that 
they developed positive relationships with their cohort members by 0.42 points or 8.4%; 
being single at the start of the program increased students' agreement that they developed 
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positive relationships by 0.38 points or 7.6%; every additional point on a 5-point Likert 
scale indicating students' were in agreement that the cohort impacted their ability to 
attend to their personal life increased students' agreement that they developed positive 
relationships with their cohort by 0.35 points or 7%; and every additional percent of 
cohort members that students were still in touch with at the time they took the survey 
increased their agreement that they developed positive relationships with their cohort by 
0.001 points or 0.02%. 
Table 12 
Regression Model 4 - Variables Influencing the Development of Positive Relationships 





B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 
(Constant) 2.55 0.38 6.68 .00 
MBA Program -0.42 0.18 -0.25 -2.33 .02* 
Single at Start of Program 0.38 0.25 0.16 1.51 .14 
Impact of Cohort on Ability to 
Attend to Personal Life 0.35 0.10 0.39 3.65 .00** 
Percentage of Cohort in Contact 
with on a Regular Basis 
0.001 0.00 0.37 3.42 .00** 
Note. Rz= .48. 
*p < .05. **p<.01. 
Although being single at the start of the program was not significant when 
included with all of the other variables in Regression Model 4, it was determined that the 
model was more effective with all variables included since marital status was a 
significant variable if one of the cohort variables was removed. According to the results 
of this survey, being single at the start of a cohort-based program may afford students a 
better opportunity to develop positive relationships with their cohort members. 
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Regression Model 4 explains 47.8% of the variance in the development of positive 
relationships among cohort members. 
Research Question 2b 
The second sub-question of the second research question looked deeper into the 
relationships that form among students at the start of the program while they are in the 
closed-cohort portion of the mixed-cohort program. Specifically, this question asked: 
How do students view the interaction among cohort members in their initial closed-
cohort? 
As discussed in the quantitative analysis of research question 2a above, the survey 
asked students to indicate their level of agreement with the following statement: I 
developed positive relationships with most of my cohort members (the survey clarified 
that cohort meant the students from the closed-cohort portion of the program). Students 
tended to agree with this statement overall, as the minimum score provided was a 2.00 
and the mean score for all students was 4.44 with a standard deviation of 0.82. However, 
independent samples t tests indicated that a significant difference existed between the 
responses of the students in the two different graduate business programs. Students in the 
IMBA program had a mean score of 4.62 with a standard deviation of 0.60, while the 
students in the MBA program had a mean score of 4.17 with a standard deviation of 1.03. 
Therefore, students in the IMBA agreed that they developed strong relationships with 
most cohort members significantly more than students in the MBA program (p < .01). 
Independent samples t tests also indicated that the level of agreement depended in 
part on the year in which students started the mixed-cohort graduate programs. Students 
who started with the 2007 entering cohorts reported a significantly stronger level of 
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agreement (4.65 mean score, 0.61 standard deviation) that they had developed strong 
relationships with most cohort members than students who started with the 2006 entering 
cohorts (4.19 mean score, 0.98 standard deviation) (p < .05). This indicates that the 
importance and strength of the relationships formed with cohort members may perhaps 
fade with time. 
When asked the percentage of their closed cohort they were still in touch with at 
least once every six months, the results were very similar to the responses above 
regarding the agreement that they developed strong relationships with most cohort 
members. Overall students reported remaining in contact with nearly one third of their 
cohort (a mean of 31.92% with a standard deviation of 26.39%), yet students from the 
IMBA program reported that they were in contact with a higher percentage of students 
than the students in the MBA program and students who started the program earlier 
reported being in touch with fewer students than the students who started a year later. 
IMBA students reported being in touch with a mean of 36.32% of their cohort with a 
standard deviation of 29.29, while MBA students reported being in touch with a mean of 
25.39% of their cohort with a standard deviation of 20.28. Therefore, students in the 
IMBA program are in touch with a significantly higher percentage of their cohort (p < 
.01) than students in the MBA program. 
Students who started in 2006 were in touch with a mean of 15.58% with a 
standard deviation of 14.47% of students while students who started in 2007 reported 
being in touch with a mean of 45.61% of students with a standard deviation of 26.46%. 
Again students who started in 2007 were in touch with a significantly higher percentage 
of students than those who started in 2006 (p < .01), indicating that the number of cohort 
130 
members that students stay in touch with upon completion of the program diminishes 
over time. 
When students were asked on the survey to describe the benefits of starting the 
program as a closed-cohort, many students said that the closed-cohort provided the 
opportunity to build relationships. In their survey and interview responses, students 
specifically described these relationships as being friendships, close-knit, and on-going. 
Students said that these relationships benefitted students by helping to establish comfort, 
bonds, and trust among the group. When asked about the development of the 
relationships among cohort members, a similarity of backgrounds, time and proximity, 
and outside activities were credited. Finally, like many groups, students described the 
pockets of sub-groups that formed within the larger groups. Students provided rich 
examples regarding each of the above mentioned themes as they described the overall 
interaction among cohort members in the closed-cohort; these examples are illustrated in 
the sections below. 
Student relationships. Students overwhelmingly described one of the biggest 
benefits of starting the program as a closed-cohort as the ability to build relationships. As 
one 1MB A student indicated on the survey, the closed-cohort provided a "greater 
chance/opportunity to develop relationships that are critical to academic success, social 
ease, and long-term relationships & networking." In a written interview, an MBA student 
said, "I think starting the program with a closed-cohort helped me in making relationship 
with others." A number of students specified that the cohort helped them to establish 
relationships at the very beginning of program. For instance, a few students noted on the 
survey that the cohort helped "build strong relationships upfront," "establish relationships 
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right away," and get "to know each other quicker." In addition to getting to know each 
other faster, students also said that the closed-cohort allowed them to get to know each 
other on a deeper level. On the survey the MBA students said things such as "know more 
about other people" and "you were able to really get to know the cohort members as 
people, not just as classmates." IMBA students echoed this sentiment on the survey, 
saying things such as "you can focus on meeting people at a deeper level" and "having a 
cohort based program really allowed me to get to know my classmates on a more intimate 
level early on." 
While many students provided general descriptions of the relationships that were 
developed among cohort members, students also described these relationships 
specifically as friendships, close-knit, and on-going. Examples of these specific 
descriptions of student relationships are provided in the appropriate sections below. 
Friendships. The word friend, friends, and friendship appeared repeatedly under 
students' responses to the open-ended survey questions. MBA and IMBA students said 
that the cohort "helped develop friendships," "form long-term friendships," and "make 
friends faster." Comments were also made about the ability to "start everything as a 
friend" and developing a long lasting friendship." In regards to how these friendships 
were formed, an IMBA student wrote, "By having the same people in class all of the 
time, it is easier to start having friends and to get to know the city and the traditions of the 
American society." Similarly, an MBA student typed, "I think it made it easier to develop 
friendships because of limited time available outside of class." 
Friendships also appeared as a theme in the transcribed interviews. For instance, 
an MBA student said, "I made a couple of really good friends. . . .1 think we all got 
along." Another MBA student said, "We, in general, operated like this was going to be 
both long-term friendships and long-term business contacts." A third MBA student went 
as far as to say, "A friend for life" that's what I describe my experience from our cohort." 
An IMBA student also described his cohort as "close friends for the most part." Finally, 
a faculty member also described cohort relationships in part as friends. She said, "By the 
end of that first semester, they are almost like brothers and sisters. They are friends, 
they're enemies, and they have to figure out how to manage and work together in that 
closeness." 
Not all students felt that they created close friendships with the cohort as a whole. 
For example, on the survey an IMBA student said that they" limited close friendships to a 
few people in the same group." An IMBA student who said, "I had just started dating my 
current wife so I was more detached than I would have liked to have been," went on to 
say "Personally, I don't think I had any real in depth friendships with anyone." Even the 
students who specifically mentioned that they did not establish close friendships 
described some type of relationship with some cohort-members. 
Close-knit. Many students described their relationship with their cohort members 
as being close-knit or tight. On the survey and MBA student described the cohort as a 
"close knit group of motivated peers." In the interviews, a couple of MBA students 
voiced that "we had this close knit group" and "we formed a fairly tight-knit group 
quickly." Likewise, IMBA students said, "I think we were a pretty tight group" and "it 
seemed like we had been together for such a long time and were close knit." One IMBA 
student talked about the fact that he felt that his cohort was a lot more tight-knit than the 
MBA cohort. He said, "They were not connected like this at all. It was disappointing to 
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us where we were so used to being so tight knit and now here is this new group and they 
are not tight knit at all." On the survey an 1MB A student mentioned that there is a 
disadvantage of being so close; they wrote "that group think, dissatisfaction, and 
pessimism could spread faster and stronger because we were all so close." 
On-going. In discussing the relationships that students developed with their 
cohort members, many students talked about these relationships as being on-going. On 
the survey an 1MB A student volunteered, "The relationships developed by the cohort-
based program continue for a long time even after graduation." He continued, "We have 
been still in touch and it's already even a year. I am in Tokyo now, but some people even 
came to Tokyo to attend my wedding." An international MBA student said, "The 
relationship is still continuing until now. We are planning to do a business together and I 
am planning to go visit my Chinese and Taiwanese friends in Taiwan early next year." 
Another MBA student said in an interview, "I made some friends through [the cohort] I 
still keep in contact with." During the interviews two IMBA students from two different 
cohorts specified that while some relationships are on-going, some have faded over time. 
One said: 
We continue to see a small group of them. When we initially left, I think we had 
gotten together somewhat regularly but I think just time, life, getting married, 
having kids, moving away, all those things, just slowed that down. We do stay in 
contact with some of the people. Others are not really interested in keeping in 
contact. I think it's anywhere else in life, whether it's work or school, there are 
some of them you really liked and you want to continue the relationship and 
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others it was nice while you were students and you both mutually agree there is 
no need to continue that relationship. 
The other repeated some of the same sentiment, but added that it would be nice to see any 
of his cohort members now. He said: 
Some of them I have a much better relationship regardless of where they are in 
the world right now. I keep in touch with them very well. Some of them they 
might be in [the same city] and I don't talk to them. Not that we have any 
problem, it's just that we are not that close. But, overall, if I see any of them it 
would be a very nice interaction. 
Given that this study surveyed students three or four years after they started the cohort-
based program and interviewed students five or six years after they started, the fact that 
students discussed the on-going nature of their relationships indicates that the cohort 
format opens the door for students to build long-lasting relationships. 
Benefits of student relationships. As students continued describing their 
relationships with students, they mentioned a number of benefits that resulted from these 
relationships. For example, an 1MB A student said on the survey that the cohort, "allowed 
me to form relationships with people which in turn contributed to my growth and 
development not only as a business professional, but also as a person." Similar to that 
quote, many of the ways that the student relationships benefitted students were in relation 
to their academic and professional development; those examples were highlighted above 
under research question one. Other ways that the relationships built among cohort 
members benefitted students were more closely connected to the further development of 
the relationships themselves and are expanded upon in the three sections that follow. 
Specifically, students said that student relationships developed a sense of comfort, 
solidified bonds, and established trust. 
Comfort. According to students, the closed cohort helped establish a sense of 
comfort among the group. On the survey, one MBA student said, "I only see benefits to 
starting the program as a cohort. I think it helps you develop relationships with your 
classmates and provides a sense of comfort with the program." Another said, "Once 
these relationships were formed, a certain comfort zone is reached with the usual 
members." Meanwhile, IMBA students wrote that a benefit of starting the program as a 
cohort was "comfort level, connections" and "felt comfortable a lot quicker." Another 
IMBA stated that the cohort "developed team cohesion and understanding between us. It 
also helped make me feel more comfortable with the program and about participating in 
cohort programs." In an interview an MBA student said that the cohort "does allow a 
certain balance of being somewhat comfortable with that group while sort of going under 
less comfortable learning and just kind of a lot of stuff that gets thrown at you at first." 
Bonds. In addition to feeling comfortable with one another, several students 
talked about their relationship with their cohort by discussing the bonds that were 
developed among individuals and as a unit. Whereas IMBA students discussed bonds 
more than MBA students on the survey, MBA students discussed bonds more than IMBA 
students in the interviews. On the survey, IMBA students said things such as "we formed 
a bond as a unit;" "students bonded together quickly, and got to know each other very 
well;" and "spending so much time with the same group fostered stronger bonds and 
helped us network." One IMBA student attributed the bonds that were forged in part to 
the fact that many students had relocated to the area to participate in the program when 
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they said, "Since so many of us were new to [the area], it actually helped glue us 
together, and feel a common bond - that even though we moved out here on our own, we 
weren't 'alone.'" Another attributed the bonds in part to the fact that the students spent 
so much time together. That student said, "Going through the same experiences, classes, 
and working with the same people ... created a bond of similar experience. I do not 
believe this would have been the same if I had not been in the cohort." 
In an interview an MBA student attributed the bonds in part to the fact that the 
students held a lot in common. She said, "I think we all had some things in common; 
obviously, we were all getting our MBA, but a lot of us were some were similar in age or 
lifestyle, things like that, so that helped us bond." Another MBA student suggested that 
the stress that the students experienced together contributed to the bond that developed. 
He said, "It is like anyone who has been through a period of stressful experiences with 
that same group of people - there is a bond there." 
Trust. Students and faculty talked about trust in a number of different ways. 
While some simply stated that it existed, some others indicated why it was important. On 
the survey, an 1MB A student said, "By beginning as a cohort, I believe this further 
developed these relationships and trust." Another student wrote "have trust" under 
question regarding benefits of the cohort. An MBA student who started in 2006 indicated 
that trust was important when he said, "You have to have a certain amount of trust that 
those people would want to keep up with me and want to press forward, which for the 
most part was there." Similarly, an MBA student who started in 2007 said, "There began 
to be both a lot more trust with the cohort and a lot more trust called for, because after the 
first semester was when most of the group projects really began." That student went on 
137 
to say that he felt that the format of the program helped students to establish this trust. 
He said, "It was well structured where that leadership class in the first semester built trust 
among the group and then we had to work on it with the projects after that." One of the 
faculty who taught students from both programs during the closed-cohort portion of the 
program talked to the importance of trust when he said that "you can be more open with 
each other because you have more intimacy and trust." 
Building relationships. In the qualitative portion of the survey, a few students 
suggested specific aspects of the cohort-based program that had assisted in the building 
of relationships among cohort members. In the interviews, all students and faculty were 
specifically asked: what factors do you identify as contributing to the development of 
relationships among cohort members and the functioning of the cohort's development 
more generally? The four main themes that emerged from the data gathered indicated 
that a similarity of backgrounds, time and proximity, the fact that they were "in this 
together," and outside activities significantly contributed to the development of student 
relationships. These themes as well as a few sub-themes will be discussed in the sections 
that follow. It is important to note that while orientation activities also played a 
significant role in the development of student relationships and the development of the 
cohort more generally, those examples will be provided under research question three, 
which focuses specifically on orientation activities. 
Similarity of backgrounds. A number of the people interviewed mentioned the 
similarity of backgrounds among students at one point or another during the discussion. 
An MBA student from the 2007 cohort said quite simply "there was a similarity of 
backgrounds." An MBA student from the 2006 cohort expanded a little and said, "I think 
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we all had some things in common; obviously, we were all getting our MBA, but a lot of 
us were some were similar in age or lifestyle, things like that, so that helped us bond." 
An international student from the MBA program gave credit to the similarity of 
backgrounds in the establishment of his sub-group within the cohort: Maybe because we 
are Asian so we have something such as culture in common. And maybe because I have 
very poor English so they tried to help me out. That's what built our relationship." 
Both of the IMBA students from the 2007 cohort who were interviewed and one 
of the faculty members interviewed indicated that this similarity of backgrounds was 
particularly strong among students in the IMBA program. Of two IMBA students 
interviewed from 2007 cohort, one was a domestic student and the other was an 
international student. The domestic IMBA student said: 
Obviously, half of them were global or international students and the rest of us 
picked the International MBA for a reason. Again, this is somewhat stereotyping, 
but I think people who are wanting to focus on global international tend to be 
more inclusive, open to new ideas, and think about things differently. 
The international IMBA student nearly mirrored his classmate when he said: 
We had a lot of international people and the ones that were not international, they 
have traveled the world and have seen or could speak different languages. That 
would bring on common characteristics. We had special interests; again, coming 
from an international environment you have common interests also in traveling, 
seeing the world, meeting new people, stuff like that. 
One of the faculty members also discussed the similarity of backgrounds that exists 
particularly among IMBA students. "With the cohort experience with the 1MB As, they 
really have some common interests from when they walk in the door... from the very 
beginning there is a real strong shared interest," she said,"... so they already have a lot 
in common." 
The similarity of backgrounds along with the amount of time that students spent 
together both played a role in the development of student relationships. An IMBA 
student from 2007 said, "The people we had, backgrounds that they came from, the 
significant time we spent together, that was kind of the main reason we clicked - or not 
clicked at some point." The issue of time was also addressed by a number of students, as 
expanded upon in the following section. 
Time and proximity. In the closed-cohort portion of the program, students spent a 
lot of time together inside as well as outside of class. Thus time and proximity played an 
important role in the development of the relationships among students. One of the MBA 
students spelled it out when he said: 
One factor that I would say is that the MBA program is so intensive that you end 
up losing some contact with the people beyond the program and are forced to 
spend large amounts of time with the people in it. So it was simply a time and 
proximity issue. 
Another student from that same cohort said, "We were forced to be together most of the 
time in class so it was easier to make acquainted with others." An IMBA student 
laughingly said, "I feel like we spent every waking hour together." Another IMBA 
student said, "The first semester and half of the second semester we did not have any 
personal life outside of [school] - it was all [school]." Even an MBA student who was in 
a committed relationship and therefore did not hang out socially with his cohort said, "In 
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the cohort you knew each other very well—even though I didn't spend a lot of time 
socially, we did spend a lot of time together." 
While students spent a lot of time together in general, they specified explicitly 
that the time that they spent in classes and studying together as well as the time spent 
working on group projects helped to solidify relationships among cohort members. 
Examples of each of these are provided below. 
Classes/studying together. As indicated previously, students in the MBA program 
took 16 units and students in the IMBA program took 18 units as a closed-cohort. This 
meant that students spent a lot of time together in the classroom during the first semester 
of their respective graduate programs. An IMBA student from 2007 said that 
relationships were influenced by "the fact that we had all classes together" and were 
"doing the same things." An MBA student from 2006 said, "You're separated because 
you are only taking the same classes with the same people. So you are sort of forced into 
the same room with them and you are under an active burden." In addition to spending a 
lot of time in class, students studied outside of class. An IMBA student from 2007 
indicated that one factor assisting with the development of the cohort was "we had to 
spend time with each other a lot because we were studying a lot together." An MBA 
student from 2006 also said, "There is a general sense where people get together either to 
study or hang out after class." 
Group projects. In addition to spending a lot of time in classes, students in 
business school spend a lot of time working on group projects. Group projects require 
that students collaborate and work together, which can help solidify relationships. 
During an interview, an IMBA student said, "Obviously, as part of an MBA you are 
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always forced to work in teams so it is just more collaboration." On the survey, another 
IMBA student said that "all of the group work really helped solidify the relationships. 
You learn quite a bit about someone when you work closely under pressure." One IMBA 
student indicated that the cohort-format was particularly helpful in preparing students for 
all of the group projects. They wrote, "The emphasis on group work means that a cohort 
arrangement helps initially, because you develop a comfort level with the other students 
which helps you work more effectively and honestly with one another." 
An IMBA talked about how group projects sometime required students to work 
with students they may not otherwise have gotten to know, which contributed to the 
development of relationships among the cohort. He said that he got to know his cohort 
members when students were "forced into groups you wouldn't naturally form yourself, 
where the teacher dictates who the groups are rather than people just forming [groups] 
based on the fact they are friends." This same student said that the two biggest 
contributors to the cohort's development "would be the social events and the group 
project nature of the MBA program." Similarly, an MBA student linked group projects 
with social activities when she said, "We started with a lot of group projects that enabled 
us to interact and it led into the social... Anything outside of actually sitting in class 
gave way to just being able to socialize in general." 
In this together. In addition to spending a lot of time together, students were 
sharing a common experience, which helped them to connect with one another on a 
different level. On the survey an MBA student commented, "We were all new, so we all 
got to experience things for the 151 time together. This helped us become dependent on 
one-another." An IMBA student wrote that students "go through similar experiences." 
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This common experience helped students establish "a sense that we were all in this 
together," as several MBA students wrote. In an interview an IMBA student said that 
specific challenges helped students feel connected. He said: 
We are all forced to pass the statistics competency exam or whatever it is. Again, 
it's just something we all have to do together - "Oh, can you help me with this, or 
how are you doing on it?" Again, it just makes it more of we are really in this 
together. 
Spending a lot of time together, working towards a common goal with a group of students 
connects students in a way that only a cohort-based program can. 
Outside activities. Cohort relationships are not limited to within the walls of the 
classroom. Activities outside of the classroom help to further establish and solidify 
student relationships. In fact, one of the faculty members interviewed discussed the 
importance of taking student interactions outside of the classroom. He said: 
I encourage the teams, if they have a team project... to take an hour, go to [a 
local pub] to work or go to the student lounge. They don't have to stay in the 
classroom, so they can feel more comfortable with each other and really get to 
know each other, it's not just a task thing; they are real people and get to care 
about each other and I think that makes a big difference in the product, but then 
you're not going to let down any team members, I think that works really well— 
the social part. 
Students also mentioned the impact that activities outside of the classroom had on the 
development of the relationships among their cohorts. The three types of activities that 
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were discussed included: university sponsored activities, study abroad programs, and 
group-led social activities. Examples of each of these types of activities follow. 
University-sponsored activities. Students specifically mentioned that some 
university-sponsored activities encouraged the development of cohort relationships 
outside of the classroom. An MBA student from Asia mentioned attending both MBA 
specific events as well as international student activities sponsored by the university. He 
said, "We did so many activities together in the first semester such as harbor cruise (both 
MBA and internat ional  s tudent  one) ,  happy hours  ( in ternat ional  s tudent  ac t iv i ty) . . . .  
And we also attended business plan competition together." Other students talked about 
spending time with faculty outside of class. For example an international IMBA student 
said, "So we spent a lot of time with [Dr. G], not only in the class and group exercises but 
going for wine tasting after the class." 
The university-sponsored activity most commonly mentioned during the 
interviews was the MBAR. Although most students did not know what MBA stood for, a 
student association flyer from 2006 indicated that MBAR stands for MBA Review. 
According to this flyer, the MBAR allows students and faculty to network with each 
other in a relaxed atmosphere. MBARs are held at various bars or clubs around the city. 
Regardless if they knew what it stood for or not, a number of students said that the 
MBARs, along with other receptions and events, made an impact on student relationships 
in one form or another. An MBA student from the 2007 cohort said," For the first 
semester, it was mainly university-sponsored functions, meaning MBARs and any 
receptions that they had there where I would go to socially with the people." Later 
during the interview that same student returned to the topic of MBARs and said, "The 
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MBARs were a primary mixing experience for everyone." Another student from the 
same cohort said, "We did the MBARS. And like I said, we would go to football games. 
We would go to basketball games. I think that was pretty much it," in regards to outside 
activities. An MBA student from the previous cohort said, "I think once we got to know 
each other more after a few weeks, we went to the MBAR things and got to know each 
other through that." One of the IMBA students interviewed also talked about MBARs; 
she said, "I pretty much went to every MBAR because it was kind of like you were new 
so it was good to get yourself out there." 
Studying abroad. A specific type of university-sponsored activity that a number 
of students and faculty mentioned was studying abroad—especially the international 
courses taught during the January following their closed-cohort semester. All IMBA 
students were required to study abroad during the January term of the first year of the 
program and a faculty member pointed out that the anticipation of going abroad helped 
develop relationships among IMBA students during the first semester. She said, "For the 
IMBAs, too, they know that at the end of that first term, they have an international 
experience, they are all talking about that." In line with that, An IMBA student wrote on 
the survey that a benefit of starting the program as a closed-cohort gave students "the 
ability to get to know everyone really well, develop relationships, and plan intersession 
abroad together with someone you already know (room/flight arrangements, etc.)." 
Similarly, an IMBA student from 2006 discussed the planning stage during an interview 
when she said: 
When you go abroad for intersession, I think that really is another definitive 
process or relationship within the cohort because now you are arranging—so you 
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are asking your peers where they are going, are they going to Thailand, are they 
going to Brazil, or are they going to Argentina and then you are making decisions 
on where you want to go and you are kind of thinking of where your friends are 
actually going. 
After they return home the students connect on the experience that they shared together. 
The same student later said, "After the intersession is done, you get to say, hey, 
remember when we were in Rio and this happened and you get to reminisce about that 
time." 
Although MBA students were not required to study abroad during the January 
term, many opted to do so. An MBA student from 2006 talked about how the study 
abroad experience in Brazil "was one of the social experiences that even brought us 
closer. I roomed with four other people in the cohort so we became close after that and 
we had shared this experience." Oddly enough, even an MBA student who did not study 
abroad in January mentioned one of the trips as something that helped him bond with 
students. He explained: 
If I had like 9 friends in the program, almost all of them went on the study abroad 
trip and they bonded very closely together - and when they came back ... I didn't 
go, but they got closer and they got ready to go out on a more regular basis 
socially as a group. 
His example highlights how close students get while they are abroad and how that 
closeness continues after the trip is over. 
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Another faculty member who teaches abroad on a regular basis also mentioned 
the bonding that happens during the university-sponsored study abroad courses. He 
described: 
The other class I teach is ... usually taught abroad in Europe somewhere. That is 
also not a typical experience. ... people are living together in a foreign country 
and taking field trips, so that is something that contributes to the bonding and 
cohesiveness, the study abroad kind of thing. 
While he was describing the study abroad courses that many students participate in 
during the summer between the two years of the graduate program, it reflects the same 
bonding that the students described for the January term. 
Group social activities. The final type of outside activities that students 
mentioned were the smaller social activities organized by cohort members themselves. 
An MBA student spoke generally of social activities when he said, "At first where there 
was [stc] a lot of parties and social activities where everyone was trying to figure each 
other out." Another student from the same cohort expanded on the activities that their 
cohort did together. She said, "Once we became friends with a few people, we would 
just go out downtown or to the beach and just not even school related activities 
anymore—birthdays, dinner, and lunch." Celebrating birthdays was mentioned by other 
students as well. An IMBA student from 2006 said that they got together outside of class 
"a decent amount; I wouldn't say a lot. We celebrated birthday parties if it was 
someone* s birthday and we would have a barbeque or something like that." 
Barbeques and bonfires were another common activity among cohort groups. 
Another IMBA student from 2006 said, "One of the students had a bunch of people over 
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at his house for a barbeque. ... the next thing is we went and had a bonfire at the beach 
because one of the students lived by the Crown Pointe area." An MBA student from 
2007 talked about a "barbeque party" at the beach. An 1MB A student from 2007 said, 
"People would go to the beach and barbeques." He also described some of the wide 
variety of activities that students in his cohort participated in. He said, "We went on a 
few hikes together, went out to [the mountains], stuff like that, parties, happy hours, 
gatherings at people's houses, that sort of thing. Some people participated in one of those 
[sports] leagues for skee-ball." 
Happy hours, outside of the university-sponsored MBARS, have been mentioned 
a couple of times already and continued to be noted by students in both programs. An 
MBA student from 2007 said, "We would go to a few happy hours, where we would go 
to a few bars we would know." Similarly, an IMBA student said, "We got together 
anyway for happy hours, Saturday nights out. 
An MBA student from 2007 mentioned a bonding experience that took place 
away from campus later in the program. He said: 
We took a trip together, but that tended to be towards the end. We took a trip to 
Big Bear as a cohort that was planned by a couple of the students. ... Over 50% 
of the cohort came on the trip to Big Bear, including—I told you how the cohort 
had almost two distinct groups that would visit together—people from both 
groups came on the trip. It was really just opened up to the entire cohort as a 
relationship-building experience. It was an interesting way to see a whole 
different side of people there. 
148 
For the most part, students seemed to enjoy describing the relationships that they formed, 
some of the ways in which those relationships benefitted them, and the different factors 
that helped establish those relationships. As seen in the example above about the trip, 
however, a few students also described sub-groups within the larger group. It is 
important to note and understand the sub-groups that existed among the larger cohort in 
order to fully understand the relationships that student formed with their cohort members. 
Sub-groups. Although on the survey one IMBA student said that they thought 
that the size of the cohort was advantageous in the building of relationships as "I think a 
cohort bigger than 30 might have resulted in cliques and/or made it difficult to get to 
know each other as well as we did," some students talked about the smaller groups that 
formed among their cohort. For instance, an MBA student said, "We (all MB As) got to 
know each other better but there obviously were sub-groups within the class." Similarly, 
an IMBA student said, "But overall, eventually and socially speaking, smaller cliques 
form or groups of social circles that are little bit tighter than a larger group." 
An MBA student from the 2007 cohort said that his cohort divided into two 
groups. He said that there was "both an in-group with the cohort as a whole and a 
smaller in-group where it kind of felt like my cohort divided into two and there was two 
different groups that individually hung out a lot together." He continued on to specify 
that "a lot of the Asian Americans and Asian population in my cohort would hang out 
together, probably because of the greater similarity of backgrounds and culture." One of 
the Asian members of that cohort also talked about that in-group. He said that their 
group included "2 Chinese, 1 Taiwanese and 1 Thai" and that they "were studying having 
meals playing sports, traveling and hanging out together most of the time." Likewise, 
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one of the students from the 2006 MBA cohort also talked about the fact that some of the 
Asian students in that group separated from the larger group. She said, "We had some 
students where English was there second language and they all worked together with 
each other and friends and didn't participate." 
Other times the sub-groups formed based upon common living arrangements or 
common interests. An IMBA student from 2006 said that there was "a definite divide 
between those that lived on campus and those that don't, which is naturally going to be 
there anyway." An IMBA student from 2007 said that the divide was based more upon 
common interests. He said, "There were obviously, just as in life, a few people that stood 
out that had similar personalities, similar interests, so I connected with them more so." 
Similarly, an MBA student from 2006 said, "You end up being friends with a few 
members or folks in the community and you see those people more often." An IMBA 
student said, "When you have been with people long enough you kind of come out with 
that initial stage and you identify those you are now friends with or not necessarily 
friends with." 
On the survey a few students indicated that not all students felt as connected with 
the cohort as a whole. For example, an MBA student said, "I was extremely happy with 
my cohort. There may have been some that didn't necessarily fit in as well as others, but 
as a whole it was a fantastic group of intelligent people." Another MBA student said, 
"Some students simply do not communicate/get along with each other. Creates tension 
and barriers between some groups [s/c]." And a third MBA student said that "the lack of 
interviews" during the admissions process "meant that the personality aspect of the 
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cohort members was not factored in to the process. This left some students feeling 
isolated because of lack of acceptance." 
The two reasons most commonly provided for not fitting in with the cohort were 
age and outside relationships. An MBA student from the 2006 cohort said, "There were 
definitely some people who were not as close as others. There were some people who 
were a little older or a little younger." Another student from that same cohort said: 
I think I'm on the older end of the cohort, and that's a different social scene, 
hitting the bars, younger, what they did socially and kind of how they interact. 
That was something that I was less interested in, so that was the kind of stuff that 
kept me away socially, outside of the cohort, that was who I hung out with more. 
A number of students who said that they hung out more with people outside of the cohort 
did so because they were in a committed relationship. The same MBA student just 
quoted said, "I never really got as much into the social aspect of a lot of the cohort like 
some others did" he paused and then added, "partially due to my own personality and I 
think coming into it in a full relationship." An 1MB A student also said, "I had just started 
dating my current wife so I was more detached than I would have liked to have been. ... 
I was one of the less involved members of the cohort. That is definitely something I 
regret." An MBA student said his interaction with the cohort changed when his 
relationship status changed. He said, "I had a girlfriend during the first semester of the 
program and then we broke-up, so I started doing a lot more with the cohort during the 
second semester of the program." An IMBA student who did not have outside 
commitments during the program talked about how these relationships impacted student 
relationships within the cohort. He said, "I didn't have strings—no wife, no baby. For 
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those who did have family it was obviously tougher for them to get together. They would 
join in but it didn't allow them to come out all the time." 
One if the IMBA students acknowledged that there is a natural tendency for sub­
groups or pockets of people to form within larger groups, yet he felt that his cohort, in 
particular, was unique or special because such a large pocket of students from the cohort 
spent most of their time together. He said: 
Spending time together lot like it or not so usually the natural result of that is you 
turn into little pockets of people who like each other or whatever. But for us it 
was a little bit different, which is why I say we are a little bit special was the size 
of our pockets were a little bigger than normal. We were not like five there, three 
there, three there. It was like 15 people out of 21 or 19. It was a big pocket. 
Regardless of the size or number of sub-groups that formed among the cohorts, it is 
interesting to note that for the most part students talked about the smaller groups that 
formed among the cohort as sub-groups, in-groups, or pockets of people and saved the 
term clique for when they talked about interacting with students outside of their closed-
cohort, which is discussed below with the results for research question 2c. 
Research Question 2c 
The third sub-question of research question two investigated how changing cohort 
formats mid-program affected student relationships. Specifically, this question asked: 
How does changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort impact relationships among 
students, if at all? 
On the survey students were asked how satisfied they were with the fact that that 
they started taking classes with students outside of your cohort after the end of the first 
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semester. Using a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 indicated that students were extremely 
satisfied and 1 indicate that students were extremely dissatisfied, students gave a mean 
score of 3.61 with a standard deviation of 1.21, indicating that they were somewhat 
satisfied with having non-cohort students in their classes after the first term. 
Students were also asked how much they agreed with the following statement: I 
found it difficult to adjust to having non-cohort members in my classes after the first 
semester of the program. Again students were asked to use a 5-point Likert scale where 5 
represented that students strongly agreed and 1 represented that students' strongly 
disagreed with the statement. Students gave a mean rating of 2.33 with a standard 
deviation of 1.39, revealing that they slightly disagreed with the statement; students did 
not necessarily have any difficulty adjusting to having non-cohort members in their 
classes after the first term of the program. 
While students overall may not have had trouble adjusting to having non-cohort 
members in class, Regression Model 5 indicates that the more trouble that students had 
adjusting to non-cohort members in class, the more satisfied students were with their 
graduate program overall. Regression Model 5 investigates the factors that influenced 
students' overall satisfaction with their graduate program, using whether or not students 
agreed that they found it difficult to adjust to non-cohort members in class as an 
independent variable. As Table 13 shows, for each additional point on a 5-point scale 
that students gave in agreement that they found it difficult to adjust to having non-cohort 
members in class after the first term, students' overall satisfaction with their graduate 
program increased by 0.18 points or 3.6%. This indicates that in combination with other 
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variables, the more students struggled to adjust to leaving the closed-cohort, the more 
satisfied they were with their graduate program. 
Table 13 
Regression Model 5 - Factors Impacting Overall Satisfaction with the Graduate 
Program 
Coefficients Unstandardized Standardized 
Coefficients Coefficients 
B Std. Error Beta t Sig. 
(Constant) 102 0*27 n~37 !00 
Found it Difficult to Adjust to 
Non-Cohort Members in Classes 0.18 0.09 0.26 2.15 .04* 
Satisfied with Current 
Employment 0.82 0.24 0.41 3.39 .00* 
Note. R2= .25. 
*p < .05. 
Finally, the survey asked students to indicate the impact that having non-cohort 
members in their classes after the first semester had on the relationships they had formed 
with cohort-members using a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 indicated an extremely 
positive impact and 1 indicated an extremely negative impact. The mean score provided 
by students was 2.96 with a standard deviation of 0.87. This indicates that for the most 
part students felt that having non-cohort members in class had neither a positive nor a 
negative impact on the relationships they had formed with cohort members, favoring a 
negative impact only slightly. 
Whereas the responses to the quantitative findings for research question 2b 
indicated that significant differences existed between the responses of the students in the 
two different MBA programs in regards to the relationships students' established with 
their closed-cohort members, no significant differences existed between the programs in 
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regards to the impact that changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort had on the 
relationships among students. Even though students in the IMBA program indicated that 
they established stronger relationships with their cohort members, the addition of non-
cohort members in their classes after the first term did not impact the relationships 
established any more or less than it did for their MBA program counterparts. 
In the qualitative portions of the study, students expressed mixed feelings about 
how changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort impacted student relationships. On 
one hand, an overwhelming amount of students mentioned that moving to an open-cohort 
allowed them to meet new people and establish new friendships as well as mix things up 
a bit. On the other hand, a lot of students mentioned that they continued to cling to 
people from their closed-cohort. Because of this tendency to cling to their cohort, 
students said that there was an insider/outsider mentality and discussed the cliques that 
resulted from this fraction. Whereas some students felt that moving to an open-cohort 
strengthened the bonds that they had established with their closed-cohort, others felt that 
the mixed-cohort diluted the cohort's cohesiveness and that they lost touch with some of 
their cohort members. Illustrations of each of these themes are provided in the sections 
that follow. 
Meet new people. Students indicated that one of the biggest benefits of moving 
from the closed-cohort to an open-cohort was having the ability to meet new people. 
IMBA students responded to the survey saying that this change helped students to "build 
more relationships" and "meet new people." One IMBA student wrote about meeting the 
friends of their new classmates. They wrote, that students "get to meet new people, and 
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get to meet new classmates of cohort as well, even if they were not in any of your 
classes." 
Responses from the student interviews were similar to the responses on the 
survey. An MBA student said, "I like to meet new people. It was nice to be introduced to 
an entire new group." One IMBA student said that changing to an open-cohort "was 
beneficial from a social standpoint of meeting new people" and another said, "Socially, I 
was looking forward to meeting new people." Moving from a closed-cohort to an open-
cohort gave students "more new people to socialize with and interact with, which is 
good," according to yet another IMBA student. Even an MBA student who admitted that 
they would have preferred having a closed-cohort for the entire program was able to find 
something positive about moving to an open-cohort; she said, "Well, like I said, I didn't 
really like it, but maybe meeting some new people that I otherwise wouldn't have." 
While one IMBA student acknowledged that" it takes some time to adjust to 
having new students in class," he was excited to meet new people. He said, "I was 
always looking for new partners so that I can learn more, I was actually kind of excited 
about it—now we have a new batch and we can basically tap on to anyone." 
In addition to meeting more people, a number of students specified that changing 
to an open-cohort helped them make new friends. On the survey students responded to 
the question about the benefits of moving to an open-cohort after the first term by writing 
things such as: "new friends to make," "work with some new people, make some new 
friends," and "greater network of potential friends." In the interviews, students 
elaborated on this concept of new friendships. For example, an MBA student used the 
analogy of the song "Make new friends, but keep the old" to describe the differences 
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between her friendships with her cohort members and her friendships with the new 
students. She said: 
It was like these are my - my cohort- they're like brothers and sisters and then 
you have like your extended, your cousins. You are always going to be closer 
with them because you met them earlier and you formed a more close-knit bond, 
but obviously that doesn't impact you or keep you from making friends with 
people from other cohorts. 
Similarly, an IMBA student said, "I used to go and hang out with someone from my old 
cohort and now I go and hang out with him or her and someone else just because it is a 
new body in the team." 
An MBA student talked about becoming friends with IMBA students during a 
study abroad trip during the January session. She said, "I even met some people from the 
IMBA program who I then became friends with as well so that was the first time I ever 
really met them. Now I am in one of their weddings." Likewise, an IMBA student said 
that during the same January session that she "became a friend with people that weren't 
in my cohort, that were in the MBA cohort." Then laughing she added, "I actually ended 
up marrying him four years later." A couple of years later, she said, "The people I keep 
in contact with today are half of my IMBA cohort and half from the MBA cohort." 
Mix it up. Moving to the open-cohort afforded students the opportunity to mix 
new people in with their familiar cohort members. Some students found this mix to be 
very welcome and refreshing. An MBA student wrote on the survey about the move to 
the open-cohort that it was "nice to mix it up a bit. Like any relationship- can get 
frustrating when you spend so much time together- so the new fresh faces gave us a nice 
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change." Correspondingly, an IMBA student typed, "As with any group, once you spend 
8+ hours a day together under high-pressure situations, certain people will start to work, 
on your nerves and we were not able to get a break from those people [in the closed-
cohort]." An IMBA student wrote that a disadvantage of the closed-cohort was that it 
was "insular, suffocating," and another wrote that an advantage of the open-cohort was 
that students were "not 'stuck' with the same people for entire program." 
Some people mentioned that students were glad for the opportunity to find people 
from outside of their cohort who held similar interests in common. A faculty member 
commented during the interview that after the first semester students "tend to then 
gravitate to others who might share more academic career interests, shared experiences 
that way." A woman from the MBA program was particularly grateful to have additional 
women to connect with because there had only been three other women in her cohort. 
She said, "It was like having extra women—even though they were IMBA—we're all 
sort of experiencing the same aspects of the program at the same time. And it was just 
nice to have a social safety network." 
Cling to cohort members. While some students indicated that they were happy 
to be mixed with new students, a lot of students provided examples indicating that they 
continued to cling to their closed-cohort members. An MBA student wrote: 
By the time we had to interact with other students, our cohort had gelled and we 
still tended to cling together and act as one unit in mixed classes. The bonds of 
that first semester had been formed, in some cases causing social interaction to be 
limited to cohort members. Also, some of the non-cohort students thought we 
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were aloof when in reality we tended to just be more comfortable interacting with 
students who had gone through "hell" with us in the 1st semester. 
An IMBA student also wrote that "in a new environment you tend to look for a familar 
[s/c] face and only work with them." 
Similar responses were again echoed in the interviews. An MBA student said, 
"The people that we would form groups with were typically made up of the original 
cohort. To that sense, the cohort really sort of did live on the whole time; the sense that 
we were a cohort continued." In the classroom, students picked cohort members to be on 
their teams, given the choice. An IMBA student said: 
We did tend to stick together if we had an option to form a group or something 
because you get to know each other so much more intimately in the way it is 
structured in the first semester that you already know the strengths, weaknesses, 
personalities so that could be good or bad. 
Socially, there was more of the same. An MBA student explained that he hung out with 
his cohort members during larger university activities. He said: 
Even if some of those [school planned activities] would be with everyone in the 
various graduate programs, those were larger events, but still at that point you had 
sort of been conditioned—you knew these people and were comfortable with 
them, at least, to a certain degree—those are the people you hang out with. 
And an IMBA student said, "Socially, I was not as close with them as I was my cohort 
and to this day, if there is anyone I really keep in contact with it would be from my 
cohort. 
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An IMBA student described that he felt that the relationship with new students 
was not the same "because you were not in the cohort, you were less dependent on each 
other or you stuck to the people that you did go through the original cohort with." Along 
those same lines, an MBA student explained, "After [the closed-cohort semester] you 
have the group of people you are already with, you can to pick and choose much more— 
so there is a much higher bar for anybody to enter those bonds." 
While the tendency for students to cling to their closed-cohort members indicates 
that students developed strong relationships with their cohort members, it also limited 
their interactions with non-cohort members in their classes. Two IMBA students 
described this limitation as a disadvantage of being in the closed-cohort during the first 
semester. The first IMBA student wrote that it "could also be viewed as a disadvantage, 
however, as I believe many of us preferred to work with each other repeatedly and could 
have missed advantages of working with new/different classmates." The second wrote, 
"After the second semester that we were taking classes with non-cohort members, they 
[sic] were people who still wanted to be with their cohort and every [s/c] defensive 
towards interacting with others which I think is very bad." 
Insider/outsider mentality. Since a number of students clung to their closed-
cohort members when they had moved into the open-cohort format, many students 
experienced an insider/outsider mentality. On the survey one IMBA student wrote, the 
"MBAs and the IMBAs each independently develop such strong ties and such a familial 
atmosphere that when we come together it is impossible not to feel like 'us' and 'them.'" 
Another wrote, "The other students often seemed like the odd person out because they 
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were not part of the cohort." An MBA student wrote that a disadvantage of starting the 
program as closed-cohort is that students "may be less welcoming toward outsiders." 
During an interview, a student from the 2006 of the MBA program said, "There 
was a group that you had shared connection with that were the topic of conversation and 
stuff going on," he paused reflectively then added, "there is a little bit of that 
' insider/outsider' mentality." After moving on to talk about something else, this student 
returned to the topic of the insider/outsider mentality to provide his explanation for why 
this happens in the mixed-cohort format. He said, "It is like anyone who has been 
through a period of stressful experiences with that same group of people - there is a bond 
there. Anyone who hasn't been through that is by definition sort of an outsider." 
Two of the students interviewed from the 2007 IMBA cohort provided similar 
descriptions of the cause of this insider/outsider mentality. One said, "At first they were 
outsiders because you are like a family the first semester so you point to them as 'others' 
and you are the ' insiders' because you are so close to each other." The other said: 
It is just natural because this is our group. So someone else comes and it's not 
that anyone shuns them or you don't accept them, but it's just that they are not 
part of the group - they didn't go with us to Mexico, they were not involved in our 
statistics thing, they do not know some of the inside jokes we have. 
During the closed-cohort semester students create a strong shared narrative that they take 
into their non-cohort classes, making it difficult for non-cohort members to relate to that 
shared experience. 
Faculty members also talked about the insider/outsider mentality. Two faculty 
members who often teach the MBA and IMBA cohorts during the first semester of the 
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program and then teach electives later in the program, said that he sees the 
insider/outsider mentality in action during the open elective courses. One described the 
elective course he teaches on campus, he said: 
I'd say something like two thirds of the students all kind of went through the same 
cohort together—really tight and know each other—they've all had common 
experiences. They say, 'remember when we did the alligator river?' They can 
relate to one another. The other third never had a class from me before ... but 
these people kind of feel like they are—there's the in group and we are the out-
group, so that is the disadvantage when that happens. 
That same faculty teaches elective courses abroad during the summer. He said that 
during these courses students who were not in the cohort with the majority of students 
were often left out. He explained: 
If you knew people previously from the cohort, those people tend to bond quicker 
and stick together and someone who didn't have that experience could be an 
outsider and be left out of going out to dinner or carpooling, taking the subway -
they have to work harder to be integrated into the group, whereas if they were part 
of the cohort they are part of the in-group. 
The other faculty member said that in all of the years that he taught courses abroad, he 
had only one interpersonal issue. The student involved was not an MBA or IMBA 
student, but was instead a student from another program who took an MBA class as an 
elective. The professor said, "I think part of [the issue] must have been that this person 
did not really take any courses with these students but showed up in Brazil and was now 
part of the team; he didn't know the students himself." While the professor said that it 
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was not a difficult issue to resolve, the example shows that the insider/outsider mentality 
can impact students' experiences—especially for the students who are not part of the in-
group. 
Cliques. While some students and faculty focused on the insider/outsider 
mentality, others focused on cliques. On the survey, a number of students said that the 
disadvantage of starting as a closed-cohort and them moving to an open-cohort was that 
cliques had been established. An MBA student wrote: "Once these relationships were 
formed, a certain comfort zone is reached with the usual members, making it difficult 
once new people are brought in. People tend to stick with what's comfortable and then 
get criticized for being clique-like." Another MBA student wrote, "Did not get to know 
other students and inadvertently established cliques-kind of a culture shock when we 
ultimately mixed with other cohorts." A third MBA student wrote that the "cliquiness 
[sz'c] was difficult to overcome—felt like an outsider in majority non-cohort classes." 
Similarly, an IMBA student wrote, "The other students (just like us) had already spent a 
semester by themselves and were not very social to us in class. They did not openly share 
learnings with our cohort and were very clickish [sic]." 
A few students expanded upon the theme of cliques during their interviews. 
Some focused on the fact that it was difficult for others to get to know their group 
because of the clique that they had formed. For example, an MBA student said, "It was 
harder for new comer to establish relationship with students in close-cohort since they 
were all had their own sub group." Another MBA student said, "We had our own 
clique/group that would be tough to break-into for an outside cohort member." Other 
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students focused on the fact that cliques were formed among both the MBA students and 
IMBA students. For example, and MBA student said: 
We just didn't really know who they were so I am sure we were behaving this 
way, too, but it seemed like they had their clique and we had our clique and then 
there were the students that were part time that were just kind of by themselves. 
An IMBA student said that he thought it was easier to connect with part-time students 
than students from the MBA group. He said that the IMBA students would invite MBA 
students to hang out, but that the MBA students never invited the IMBA students to do 
anything. The IMBA student said, "It was much easier to bundle or hangout with the 
[part-time students]—and it was reciprocal-than the MBAs, for whatever reason." 
Strengthened bonds among cohort. A couple of MBA students felt that moving 
from the closed-cohort to the open cohort in helped strengthen the bonds that had been 
established among cohort members. An MBA student said, "To a certain extent, at least 
at first, it sort of made the relationships a little tighter because we were still keeping an 
eye on and out for each other. You sort of check-in." A second MBA student said, "The 
new blood—if anything—bonded me closer to the friends I had, so it was good to add 
variety." A third MBA student said, "I would say, if anything, the relationships deepened 
and matured" once they moved into the open-cohort portion of the program. 
Diluted cohort cohesiveness. While some MBA students felt that the move to 
the open-cohort strengthened the bonds that they had with their cohort, a number of 
IMBA indicated that the open-cohort diluted the cohesiveness of their cohort. One 
IMBA student simply wrote on the survey that the disadvantage of moving to an open-
cohort was that it "diluted cohort cohesiveness." Another IMBA student wrote, "A lot of 
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us felt a sense of a loss of family, if you will, when we realized that we weren't all going 
to be taking the exact same classes in the Spring semester." 
In an interview an IMBA student said that once they left the closed-cohort "there 
is less of a sense of connectedness," and about the relationships among cohort members 
he said, "I would say a little less tight knit, a little bit deluded." Another IMBA student 
said that you see "the people you once hung out in the first semester hanging out with a 
different group which is natural because either they have classes together or are working 
on a project together or their schedules just coincide." A third IMBA student said that 
their least favorite thing about switching to the open-cohort was "probably the fact that 
you do lose some of that intimacy with the original group, going through it together. I 
think we would probably be a tighter group today if we had spent all the semesters 
together." Finally, a fourth IMBA student said, "The downside to that was you can't 
bond anymore because you don't have that much time so it becomes a little bit of a less 
of a personal experience which is totally fine." Overall, however, that student liked the 
mixed-cohort formats. He said that the "combination of both of them is good." 
Lost touch with cohort members. One of factors that may have led some 
students to feel that moving to the open-cohort diluted cohort relationships was that fact 
that some students lost touch with some of their cohort members after the first semester. 
In response to the survey question regarding the disadvantages of having new students in 
some classes after the first semester, three IMBA students said that some students 
disappeared. The first wrote, "Losing touch with cohort members who may have 
graduated or were in different classes ... "What happened to so and so?" The second 
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wrote, "It started to tear apart the cohort. There were certain people that I never saw any 
longer." The third wrote quite a bit on this topic. They said: 
I felt that USD practically forced me to become best friends with my cohort 
during the first semester, and then many of them disappeared from my life after 
the first semester. That was a bit of a shock. It wouldn't have mattered that much, 
except it was compounded by the fact that all of a sudden all our courses were in 
the evenings. The result of having almost exclusively evening classes meant that 
we didn't hang around campus as much as we used to (who wants to hang around 
campus before class, or after 10PM?) and so the opportunities to randomly bump 
into friends completely disappeared. 
As indicated before, IMBA students mixed with non-cohort members in more classes 
than the MBA students, because some of the IMBA core classes were electives for MBA 
and part-time students earning a concentration in international business. Because of this, 
IMBA students also had more classes in the evenings, starting in second semester than 
MBA students. 
The topic of evening classes resurfaced in one of the interviews with an IMBA 
student from the 2006 cohort. He said, "The other big factor was how the remaining 
semesters are structured-some go at night, some go during the day. ... If you were in 
class together that usually dictated if you were hanging out more often." Another IMBA 
student from the same cohort said, "I think that it's just that if you are not really going to 
take initiative to reach out to the person then you really don't see them because you don't 
see them every day in class anymore." An IMBA student from the 2007 cohort said that 
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socialization among the cohort decreased once they started taking classes with non-cohort 
members. He said: 
It fairly decreased because we had different schedules of classes; some people had 
part-time jobs and everything. It definitely decreased but does that mean it 
decreased because we didn't like each other anymore? No. It was because we 
were busy with a lot of things so we didn't have to spend that much time with 
each other and we picked the time we wanted to spend time with each other. So it 
was limited to more socializing rather than the class, socializing, and everything 
else. 
According to that student, his cohort made an effort to socialize together to maintain their 
connection as much as possible. 
Although IMBA students had more evening classes that were open to non-cohort 
students than the MBA students, a couple of MBA students also talked about losing touch 
with some cohort members after the closed-cohort semester. One of students from the 
2006 MBA cohort talked about this topic quite a bit. This had in large part to do with the 
fact that she preferred the closed-cohort and wished that she could have taken all of her 
classes only with the closed-cohort, as previously mentioned. She said: 
I think once we started not having all the classes together and we didn't see 
people as often—I feel like one person, their schedule was totally different so they 
ended up taking classes at a different time. You didn't see people as much and 
you hadn't already gotten close to them you just kind of lost touch with those 
people. The main people I was already friends with outside, I still kept in touch 
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with them. But those kind of on the fence people I definitely didn't talk to them 
as much or do things. 
Among other things, she also said: 
I think we didn't do as much anymore together. We were not seeing each other 
every day for these certain hours and if someone would say, hey, let's do this and 
not everyone was there so only the people who were there would be doing 
whatever it was. And just not having that constant interaction, it led the way for 
everyone to kind of do their own thing. 
Starting the program in a closed-cohort afforded students the opportunity to establish 
strong relationships and develop interpersonal bonds. Despite the fact that many students 
felt connected with their cohort, once students changed from the closed-cohort to the 
open-cohort, they lost contact with some cohort members due in part to the fact that they 
no longer saw each other on a regular basis. 
Research Question 2d 
The fourth sub-question of research question two inquired about how students felt 
overall about the format of the mixed-cohort program. Specifically this question asked: 
In what ways do students feel that the mixed-cohort format, including the length of time 
with the closed-cohort, enhances or hinders the development of interpersonal 
relationships? 
On the survey students were asked to provide the ideal length of time to be in 
class with only their cohort members. The options included never (0), 1 term (1), 2 terms 
(2), 3 terms (3), or the entire program (4), where the January session was specified as the 
second term of the program. The mean response was 1.88 terms with a standard 
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deviation of 1.14 terms. Since the mixed-cohort format of their business program had 
them in class with only their cohort members for one term, students indicated that they 
would only increase the amount of time with only their cohort slightly, if at all. 
During the interviews all students were asked the following questions: At the time 
that you ended the program, what would you have said was an ideal cohort format for the 
program? Has your opinion about the format changed now that you have been out of the 
program for a little while? While all students valued having time in a closed-cohort, their 
ideas for the ideal length of time with the closed-cohort varied. Students liked the current 
structure (one semester with the closed-cohort); liked the current structure, but would 
have preferred a cohort-to-cohort introduction in the beginning of the program; would 
add another semester with the closed-cohort; or wished that the entire program could 
have been conducted as a closed-cohort. Students' opinions about the ideal length of 
time with the closed-cohort reflected their attitude about how the mixed-cohort format 
enhanced or hindered the development of relationships among students both inside and 
outside of the cohort. Illustrations of each of the recommended mixed-cohort formats 
recommended are provided below. 
Current structure. A third of the students interviewed, representing three of the 
four cohorts involved in the study, said that they would have kept the mixed-cohort 
structure that was utilized at the time that they went through the program. A student from 
the 2006 MBA cohort said, "I actually liked how that was set out.... I was ok with it. I 
think having a cohort and then having it opened up more seemed to me like a good way 
to go." When asked if he felt the same at the end of the program as he did now, he 
laughed and responded, "That is how memory works—sure. You always go back and 
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recreate your memories to what you think now. ... but as far as I can remember I felt 
now like I did then." He also mentioned, however, that other factors were more 
important to him that the format of the program. He said, "I think that the quality and 
caliber of the students, at least for me, was more important than the format of the 
program." He later explained, "In some ways I feel like [the format] is less important 
than who is sitting in the other seats and what those students who are there able to do 
academically and what they want to do." 
An MBA student from the 2007 cohort answered the question about the idea 
cohort format by saying that he initially thought that the current structure was perfect for 
him. Specifically, he said: 
Immediately after the program I would have said that I either wouldn't have 
changed it at all and that it worked out perfect for me socially and academically. 
That the mixing with non-cohort members that created difficult projects if 
anything gave me valuable experience in working with almost anyone on a team 
and that I enjoyed the background of having a lot of people who were similar to 
me in my own cohort in the start there from the beginning—current structure 
upon leaving the program would have been my preference. 
A few years after he finished the MBA program, he wished that he would have been able 
to mix "with cohorts who had extensive professional experience." Specifically he said 
that he wished he could have mixed more with students in the Master of Science business 
degree programs while he was an MBA student, because "I would like to have had more 
professional contacts as possible—not just limited to [part-time] and IMBA" students. 
Despite his desire to expand the type of students he was involved with, he said, "I would 
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still lean toward the establishing bonds with one closed-cohort and then mixing with a 
larger group." All in all, the current structure was ideal for this student from the 2007 
MBA cohort. 
An IMBA student from the 2006 cohort was one of the only students who said 
that his opinion had changed between when he graduated and now. He said, "At the time 
I graduated, I probably would have said the ideal was what the actual was." His feeling a 
few years after he completed the program, however, is that he thinks that it would have 
been ideal if they could have had one more semester with the closed-cohort, which will 
be discussed below. 
Cohort-to-cohort introduction at the beginning. As early as the survey, a few 
students noted that "the cohort makes it very difficult to meet and interact with students 
outside one's cohort," as an IMBA student wrote and that students "did not get a chance 
to meet other cohort members until much later in the program," as an MBA student 
wrote. Because of these issues, three of the nine students interviewed said that also liked 
the mixed-cohort format that was used, but would have preferred to have been introduced 
to the other full-time cohort that started that year much earlier in the program. 
An MBA student from the 2007 cohort said that she thinks that the two cohorts 
should have more of a formal introduction to each other early in the program. She said: 
I would have like it if the two cohorts were introduced in some manner early in 
the program—not necessarily take classes together, but have a more formal 
introduction: a get-to-know-you type event or a cohort-to-cohort introduction. 
This would help expand our support structure earlier rather than later, allowing us 
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to know people with relatively similar issues. Keep a closed-cohort for the first 
semester. 
Earlier during the interview she had talked about the 1MB A students as being "forbidden 
fruit," because they did not know them. She said, "We knew they existed, but we didn't 
see them." 
An IMBA student from the 2007 cohort also said that he thought that students 
could benefit from more interaction between the two cohorts earlier in the program. He 
said: 
I think the format the first semester was good. I think you need to make that 
connection, bond, establish a strong relationship. But I think the only thing I 
would add other than the schedule is a little more interaction between different 
cohorts, even in the first semester. Because we have not seen the MBAs, we 
haven't seen the MBAs at all during the first semester. 
He provided suggestions for ways that the two cohorts could interact, including possibly 
sharing one class during the first semester. He said: 
I think if you had had more interaction in one way or another - socializing, during 
the class, maybe the first semester having one class only, not all of them but one 
class only, a co-ed class of MBAs and 1MB As, if you have that, then you have 
much less barriers in front of you the second time around in the second semester 
and you get to work with them again. 
This IMBA 2007 cohort member said his views have not changed since he graduated. 
An IMBA student from the 2006 cohort also suggested that the two cohorts could 
share one course during the first semester. She said: 
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I probably would say I would have the class—or maybe have one joint class with 
the other cohort. So say everyone is taking accounting, can't we take accounting 
together? Then draw the line between, okay, now you're MBA and now you're 
IMBA. Just to get a little more diversity up front rather than wait until the 
semester was over. 
She also said, "I think it would have been nice for the cohort to be bigger," because 
"walking into a classroom of 301 felt like I was in junior high again." But she also noted 
that there are benefits to a small size as well. She said, "Smaller class the more 
assessable your professors are so there's also a different edge to that. But I don't mind 
bigger classes." 
It should be noted that the current study was limited to students from the 2006 and 
2007 cohorts of the MBA and IMBA programs in part due to a change in the orientation 
schedule that occurred in 2008, which brought the two cohorts together for a couple of 
workshop days right at the beginning of the program. In 2006 and 2007, students from 
the MBA and IMBA programs had completely separate orientations; this segregation was 
noted by the IMBA student from the 2007 cohort who said, "I know their orientation was 
different than ours. So we have not seen them...." The students from 2006 and 2007 
voiced their concern over not knowing the other cohort while they were on campus and 
changes were made based upon students' suggestions. 
Add another semester to cohort. While many of the students liked the mixed-
cohort structure where students were in a closed-cohort during the first semester and then 
were in an open-cohort starting with the second semester, perhaps with the opportunity to 
get to know students from the other cohort earlier, a couple of students indicated that they 
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would have preferred to be with their closed-cohort for the entire full year of the program 
before they moved into the open-cohort. On the survey an 1MB A student wrote: 
We were so separated from the others in the first semester that it's a difficult 
hurdle to overcome. Either add one more semester together (Spring) so that those 
who can do so finish their programs in the manner they prefer (with their cohort) 
or don't separate to begin with. I prefer the former. 
As mentioned above, the student from the IMBA cohort of 2006 said that after being 
away from the program for a few years, his idea of the ideal mixed-cohort format has 
changed. He said, "Now I might say, if they could do a full year as an intimate cohort but 
still meet the academic preferences of the students that would be great." By academic 
preferences he meant "it gave everyone the flexibility to choose their path and choose 
their elective rather than the school dictating the entire MBA program to them." In 
regards to adding another semester to the closed-cohort portion of the program he added, 
"I don't know if that is possible, and I know others would disagree with me, especially 
those who ended up marrying people outside the cohort." This particular student married 
someone from his cohort, whereas another member of their cohort married someone from 
the MBA cohort. 
A member of the 2007 IMBA cohort said that he thinks the ideal program format 
"depends on the person and what they are hoping to get out of it." For example, he 
pointed out that someone with ten years of experience may be a better fit for an executive 
level program that does not require full-time study. On the other hand, he said, "If you 
are the kind of person who is hoping to get more of a transformation from your general 
business understanding, professional and also personal, more cohort, more emphasis on 
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the cohort, maybe two semesters." He added, "I think right after I had finished 1 would 
have said cohort the whole time or cohort at least two semesters." Since he has 
experienced a shift in his career since leaving the program, he said that if he were to start 
now he would not have been looking for a cohort-based program. He said, "If right now 
I did it I wouldn't really care if there was a cohort or not, honestly, because it is not why I 
would be doing it, and it's not the place I am at in my life." 
In response to the question "Is there anything else you feel I should know about 
your cohort experience?" This 2007 IMBA cohort member again emphasized that his 
ideal would have been to have another semester with his cohort. He concluded: 
I would just think that second semester maybe more of a focus on trying to keep 
the cohort together. After that, I think it would be a little silly -1 only want to 
learn from, I only want to interact with these 20 people, there are 20 other 
perfectly qualified people with a lot to offer and I don't want to have anything to 
do with them throughout my whole MBA -1 think that would be a little bit 
ridiculous. But maybe if the second semester there was a way to keep it together, 
I think that would be better. 
So while he initially said that he would like the closed-cohort the entire time or at least 
two semesters, it seems that the more he thought about it the more he realized that a 
closed-cohort the entire time may not make the most since. 
Cohort the entire time. While at least one student thought that it would be 
ridiculous to stay in the closed-cohort the entire time, a closed-cohort for the entire 
program would have been ideal for two MBA students. A member of the 2006 MBA 
cohort said: 
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Right after I finished classes, I probably would have said that I wanted a cohort 
program the entire time and I would have wanted a traditional two year program. 
And I guess now, I feel pretty much the same way, but I do appreciate the fact 
that I did get to meet some of the IMBA students. 
This student was vocal about the fact that she did not care for the mixed-cohort format 
used in the program. She said: 
It kind of felt like we had this close knit group and we were going through this 
experience together and had gotten to know each other and then it just abruptly 
ended. I also feel like, when I entered, I always thought it was be the cohort the 
whole time. So that was a shock to me that it wasn't. 
An international student from the 2007 MBA cohort said, "My ideal cohort format will 
be the close-cohort from the beginning to the end," because the "close-cohort makes it 
easier to create relationship among cohort" and in the open-cohort "it was harder for new 
comer to establish relationship with students in [the other] close-cohort since they were 
all had their own sub group." He also added, "I think close-cohort format matches with 
Asian culture really well since our culture is relationship-based: we need to know each 
other quite well before we do business or stuffs together." 
Concluding Remarks Regarding Research Question 2 
The second research question inquired about the ways that participation in a 
mixed-cohort format impacts the nature of relationships—including the development of 
interpersonal bonds—among students. On the survey, students were asked to indicate 
their level of agreement with the following statement: I developed positive relationships 
with most of my cohort members. Students tended to agree with this statement overall, 
176 
as the mean score for all students was 4.44 with a standard deviation of 0.82. In looking 
at the programs separately, independent samples t tests indicated students in the IMBA 
agreed that they developed strong relationships with most cohort members significantly 
more than students in the MBA program (p < .01). Independent samples t tests also 
indicated that the level of agreement depended in part on the year in which students 
started the mixed-cohort graduate programs. Students who started with the 2007 entering 
cohorts reported a significantly stronger level of agreement that they had developed 
strong relationships with most cohort members than students who started with the 2006 
entering cohorts {p < .05), indicating that perhaps the strength of the relationships formed 
with cohort members fades with time. 
When students were asked the percentage of their closed cohort they were still in 
touch with at least once every six months, students reported remaining in contact with a 
mean of 31.92% of their cohort members. Again, students from the IMBA program 
reported that they were in contact with a significantly higher percentage of students than 
the students in the MBA program (p < .01). Students who started the program earlier 
reported being in touch with fewer students than the students who started a year later. 
Once again, students who started in 2007 were in touch with a significantly higher 
percentage of their cohort than students who started in 2006 (p < .01), indicating that 
perhaps the number of cohort members that students stay in touch with upon completion 
of the program diminishes over time. 
Regression Models 4 and 5 were created to help answer the second research 
question. Regression Model 4 measured the variables that influenced the development of 
positive relationships with most members of the closed-cohort and found that 
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participation in the MBA instead of the IMBA, being single at the start of the program, 
every additional point on a 5-point Likert scale indicating students' were in agreement 
that the cohort impacted their ability to attend to their personal life, and every additional 
percent of cohort members that students were still in touch with at the time they took the 
survey impacted students' agreement that they developed positive relationships with most 
of the members of their cohort. Although being single at the start of the program was not 
found to be a significant variable in the regression model, it was kept in the model 
because it is a demographic variable that was significant when paired with other variables 
and therefore cannot be overlooked. According to the results of this survey, being single 
at the start of a cohort-based program may afford students a better opportunity to develop 
positive relationships with their cohort members. The other variables were significant at 
the p=05 level and Regression Model 4 accounted for 47.8% of the variance in students' 
agreement that they developed positive relationships with most of the members of their 
closed-cohort. 
Regression Model 5 looked at the factors that influenced students overall 
satisfaction with their graduate program. The model indicated that in combination with 
other variables, the more trouble that students had adjusting to non-cohort members in 
class, the more satisfied students were with their graduate program overall. Regression 
Model 5 accounted for 24.6% of the variance in students' overall satisfaction with their 
graduate program and was significant at the p=.05 level. 
Using a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 indicated that students were extremely 
satisfied and 1 indicate that students were extremely dissatisfied, students gave a mean 
score of 3.61 with a standard deviation of 1.21, indicating that they were somewhat 
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satisfied with having non-cohort students in their classes after the first term. Students 
were also asked how much they agreed with the following statement: I found it difficult 
to adjust to having non-cohort members in my classes after the first semester of the 
program. Again students were asked to use a 5-point Likert scale where 5 represented 
that students strongly agreed and 1 represented that students' strongly disagreed with the 
statement. Students gave a mean rating of 2.33 with a standard deviation of 1.39, 
revealing that they slightly disagreed with the statement. Students did not necessarily 
have difficulty adjusting to having non-cohort members in their classes after the first term 
of the program. 
The survey also asked students to indicate the impact that having non-cohort 
members in their classes after the first semester had on the relationships they had formed 
with cohort-members using a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 indicated an extremely 
positive impact and 1 indicated an extremely negative impact. The mean score provided 
by students was 2.96 with a standard deviation of 0.87. This indicates that for the most 
part students felt that having non-cohort members in class had neither a positive nor a 
negative impact on the relationships they had formed with cohort members, favoring a 
negative impact only slightly. Although significant differences existed between the 
responses of the students in the two different MBA programs in regards to the 
relationships students' established with their closed-cohort members, no significant 
differences existed between the programs in regards to the impact that changing from a 
closed-cohort to an open-cohort had on the relationships among students. Even though 
students in the IMBA program indicated that they established stronger relationships with 
their cohort members, the addition of non-cohort members in their classes after the first 
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term did not impact the relationships established any more or less than it did for their 
MBA program counterparts. 
In the open-ended survey and interview responses, students indicated that one of 
the biggest benefits of starting their graduate business program as a closed-cohort was the 
opportunity to build relationships, specifically naming these relationships as friendships, 
close-knit, and on-going relationships. Students said that they benefitted from these 
relationships because the relationships helped to establish comfort, bonds and trust 
among the group. Students and faculty credited a similarity of backgrounds, time and 
proximity, and outside activities for the development of these relationships. A few 
students described some pockets of sub-groups that formed within the larger groups. 
Other students indicated that they did not create close friendships with the cohort as a 
whole, but rather they "limited close friendships to a few people in the same group." 
Students expressed mixed feelings about how changing from a closed-cohort to an 
open-cohort impacted student relationships. While an overwhelming amount of students 
mentioned that moving to an open-cohort allowed them to meet new people and establish 
new friendships as well as mix things up a bit, a lot of students mentioned that they 
continued to cling to people from their closed-cohort. Because of this tendency to cling 
to their cohort, students said that an insider/outsider mentality and cliques resulted from 
the friction between cohort and non-cohort students. In addition, whereas some students 
felt that moving to an open-cohort strengthened the bonds that they had established with 
their closed-cohort, others felt that the mixed-cohort diluted the cohort's cohesiveness 
and that they lost touch with some of their cohort members. 
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On the survey students were asked to provide the ideal length of time to be in 
class with only their cohort members. The mean response was 1.88 terms with a standard 
deviation of 1.14 terms. Since the mixed-cohort format of their business program had 
them in class with only their cohort members for one term, students indicated that they 
would only increase the amount of time with only their cohort slightly, if at all. While all 
students valued having time in a closed-cohort, they qualitatively indicated that their 
ideas for the ideal length of time with the closed-cohort varied. Students liked the current 
structure (one semester with the closed-cohort); liked the current structure, but would 
have preferred a cohort-to-cohort introduction in the beginning of the program; would 
add another semester with the closed-cohort; or wished that the entire program could 
have been conducted as a closed-cohort. 
Findings for Research Question 3 
The third and final research question looked at the role that orientation events at 
the beginning of a cohort-based program have on the development of relationships among 
cohort members. Specifically this question asked: In what ways do different orientation 
events at the beginning of a cohort program influence the development of interpersonal 
bonds among students? To answer the third research question a total of 50 students 
responded to an open-ended question on the survey about how orientation events 
influenced the development among their initial cohort members. Then students and 
faculty were asked about orientation activities during the interviews. 
The findings from this research question varied greatly. Although most of the 
comments were positive, a few students suggested that orientation events had little 
influence on the development of the cohort. Most students, however, indicated that 
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orientation activities were crucial for developing relationships, provided an ice breaker, 
allowed students to get to know one another, and helped establish bonds among students. 
MBA students specifically mentioned the ways that Dr. Henry's (a pseudonym) class, 
building sand castles, and going to Dr. Henry's house impacted the relationships that they 
formed with their cohort members. IMBA students discussed the ways that the course 
they took influenced the development of the relationships among the IMBA cohorts. 
Finally, the data collected provided a comparison between the orientation activities 
offered by each of the programs in regards to the development of student relationships. 
Little Influence 
While many students responded to the survey questions by mentioning positive 
aspects of orientation, 8 of the 50 students who responded to the survey question about 
orientation events wrote that they felt that orientation activities had little or no influence 
on the development of student relationships. Three MBA students simply answered "not 
so much," "none," or "not really." Similarly, one IMBA student stated "none." 
A couple of IMBA students wrote a little more, without providing too much more 
insight about why orientation had little influence for them. One said, "I found the 
orientation activities, like the time we spent in Mexico, extremely useless. I would have 
preferred to have real classes." Another said that the students were all trying to show off. 
They wrote, "We just wanted to show how good we are. We talked about ourself [s/c] but 
actually we are not good as we said." 
A few MBA students provided a little more information as to why they did not get 
a lot out of the orientation activities. One MBA student who answered "not much" to this 
question said that it was because of "different places in life (married with children) than 
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most other cohort members limited interaction." An international student from the MBA 
program said that he thought it was his fault that orientation did not have a positive 
impact on his relationships. He said: 
The oriemtation [sz'c] had hardly any impact on me. I did not remember any my 
classmates' names. Though I think it's mainly my fault. The reason was that I was 
too shy. I still remember the time when we were playing the trust game—you fall 
straight to your back and the one stand behind you will catch you. None wanted to 
let me catch them because I looked too small to support their weight. It hurt my 
feelings a little since I did not get anybody's trust in the 'trust game.' 
While these eight students did not seem to benefit much from the orientation activities, 
many others said that orientation events were crucial for developing relationships among 
cohort members, as discussed below. 
Crucial for Developing Relationships 
In the same way that some students responded negatively to the survey question 
about the impact of orientation events with a single word or two, two MBA students and 
eight IMBA responded positively using only simple phrases. The two MBA students 
wrote, "it helped," or "to a great extent." The IMBA students wrote things such as "very 
important," "it was very helpful," "Immensely," and "A great deal." 
A few IMBA students expanded upon the simple phrases. One said, "I loved 
those events! I think they are a must a great way to have students grow relationships with 
their cohort." Another IMBA student said the orientation activities were "extremely 
crucial," because he or she was reassured that other students were as anxious as she was 
to start the program. The student wrote: 
On the day of our initial luncheon where we met each other, I felt like a 
Kindergartener on his/her first day of school. I was so relieved to find that 
everyone felt similar to what I was feeling - a little anxiety but overall hopeful for 
a positive MBA experience. 
It seems that by allowing that student to realize that other students were in a similar 
position, it paved the way for a positive start to the program. 
An MBA student also indicated that "initial events provided many opportunities 
for connecting and meeting others. I would say that the first several weeks on campus 
were crucial in developing relationships with my cohort." Similarly, during an interview, 
an MBA student said that orientation events were very helpful. He said: 
Early orientation activities I think helped a lot with the formation of the cohort in 
bringing together in ways that I certainly wouldn't have spent time necessarily in 
that kind of social situations with the cohort as naturally. I think sort of forcing 
people together in these non-academic settings really helps get things moving. 
While these comments mentioned that orientation events were generally crucial in 
developing student relationships, other students mentioned more specific ways that they 
felt orientation activities impacted them, as indicated in the sections that follow. 
Ice Breaker 
Some students described orientation activities as an ice breaker. On the survey, 
an MBA student said, "The social aspect of the orientation events absolutely helped to 
break the ice with members of my future cohort." Another MBA student said something 
similar: "Good to have some icebreakers and other social events that forced interaction 
during the first period." During an interview, an IMBA student from the 2006 cohort 
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said, "I think the MBARS and some of the social activities and the fact that we went to 
Mexico prior to the beginning of classes was a good icebreaker." She went on to 
describe, in her words, why ice breakers are important. She said: 
It really just helps to have icebreakers in general. I think if you just walk into 
your class and you don't really know anyone and you're just expected to learn 
together, I think it would be just a little more of a sterile environment where you 
are just there to walk into class and turn around and walk out. It kind of helps to 
know everyone's background, especially if they moved to [this city] for their 
education; they don't know anyone from Adam. 
Another IMBA student wrote on the survey that the IMBA trip to "Mexico was an 
icebreaker." Orientation activities, including this trip for IMBA students, acted as a 
means of breaking the ice in an effort to accelerate the development of relationships 
among students. 
Get to Know 
Once the ice was broken, students had a chance to get to know and become 
comfortable with one another. An MBA student wrote on the survey, "The events were a 
great way to get to know our cohort members before the stress of studying and classes 
began." Other MBA students typed, "It gave me a sense of belongingness to both the 
school and the classroom. I was a name, not a number" and "there was some influence in 
terms of people learning each other's names and getting a little comfortable with each 
other." Not all MBA students, however, felt that the "getting to know you" aspect of 
orientation activities was entirely effective. One MBA student wrote that "the 'getting to 
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know you process' was artificial and somewhat rushed the way the program is currently 
set up." 
A number of IMBA students talked about how orientation activities opened the 
way for them to get to know their classmates. On the survey IMBA students said things 
such as "this helped get to know people. Forced people into different groups" and "I 
thought it was a nice effort and gave people an idea of the types of background and work 
experience people brought to the program." After getting to know each other, some 
students talked about becoming comfortable with their cohort members. An IMBA 
student wrote, "The team building exercises at the beginning help to make many people 
comfortable with one another." Another IMBA student typed that that orientation 
activities "Influenced the ability to get to know one another and interact outside of the 
classroom setting," adding that "social events helped strengthen and practice what 
happens in the 'real world.' Networking, getting along with your co-workers, knowing 
them as people and interacting with them on several levels—not just confined to the 
classroom setting [sic]." 
During an interview, a student from the 2007 IMBA cohort reported about his 
very first encounter with his IMBA cohort. He said that they got to know one another 
and started connecting immediately. He explained: 
As soon as you walked in the door, every single person in that room walked up 
and introduced themselves to someone else and talked about things they had in 
common; "Oh, you're from Korea? I actually just went to Korea this last 
summer" or whatever it was. It was very outgoing. 
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Orientation activities provided a number of different ways for students to get to know one 
another. 
Bond 
Once the ice was broken and students got to know one another, bonds started to 
develop between cohort members as early as during orientation. On the survey, an MBA 
student wrote that orientation activities "really worked to bond the cohort." Another 
MBA student specified that "the initial event with [Dr. Henry] was a good bonding 
experience that allowed us to get to know each other and form bonds. It was crucial." 
Similarly, an 1MB A student wrote, "Pre-class events greatly enhanced the bonding 
between members of our cohort." 
A number of 1MB A students specified that it was the first organizational behavior 
class that was taught in Mexico that helped to bond the cohort. IMBA students wrote that 
the "weekend trip to Mexico was integral in forming immediate bonding experience" and 
the "orientation and the team building class w/ [Dr. Henry] helped our cohort form a 
strong bond." During an interview an IMBA student from the 2006 cohort said, "I 
thought that [Mexico] definitely created immediate bonds among the cohort, if 30 people 
drinking in a hotel together does." In addition to drinking and having fun together, she 
also mentioned some specifics of the coursework that helped students bond and 
accelerate through some of the group development stages. She said: 
I think it was in the organizational behavior class and it was [Dr. Henry] where 
they formed two or three levels or group where there were four people who had 
all the power and the rest of the people -1 have forgotten how that whole thing 
worked out. But it sticks out in my mind that it forced everyone to work together 
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and we were just getting to know each other and so that created kind of a bonding 
moment. I remember the storming and the norming so if that still have that 
project, I think that was a good little exercise. 
This IMBA student indicated that students bonded both when they enjoyed activities and 
when they would have rather been doing something else. She said that when "no one felt 
like doing what we were doing at that moment and I think sometimes when you complain 
together it actually creates a bonding moment." Additional aspects of the trip to Mexico 
will be addressed again towards the end of the chapter. 
MBA Program 
While differences between the thoughts and feelings of MBA and IMBA students 
have been noted above, students also wrote and talked about orientation events that were 
specific to their specific program. Since MBA students did not travel during their 
orientation, students talked about the team-building class they had with Dr. Henry, the 
sand castle competition that was part of that class, and the afternoon that they spent at Dr. 
Henry's home after the competition. Examples from each of those activities follow in the 
three sections below. 
Dr. Henry's class. While Dr. Henry's Working in Teams 1-unit class was 
officially part of the curriculum, it was offered in the midst of orientation activities, 
before students started working on the rest of their classes. A few students indicated that 
this class was more important to the development of relationships among students than 
other orientation activities. One MBA student wrote on the survey that "the orientation 
wasn't as important to developing relationships as the leadership class with [Dr. Henry]." 
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Another student nearly repeated this sentiment, when they wrote, "Prof. [Henry's] course, 
on the other hand, was very beneficial to building those relationships." 
Dr. Henry himself talked about the importance of this class in regards to group 
development. He said: 
I also do the kind of a team-building thing in the orientation part of the program, 
which essentially is a pre-curser to moving right into my class, I'm one of the first 
classes they take too, so you have to add that to the experience.... I think is 
really a kind of crucial jump-start to getting the students comfortable and knowing 
each other and forming some expectations about what it is going to be like and 
how they are going to treat each other in the program; getting that out of the way 
during that orientation is a crucial starter. Otherwise people walk into the 
classroom the first day and they don't know who's there and what to expect from 
each other. 
This course seems to have been successful in doing what Dr. Henry suggested it does, as 
one MBA student wrote on the survey that "post-graduation, my closest friends are those 
who I either (1) worked with in Working in Teams class; or (2) conversed with on the 
harbor cruise." The examples expressed above are the ones that were made about the 
class in general, many more MBA students talked specifically about the impact that 
building sand castles and the lunch at Dr. Henry's house had on the development of their 
relationships. Although both of these were part of Dr. Henry's course, they are discusses 
separately in the sections that follow. 
Building sand castles. When asked on the survey how orientation activities 
impacted student relationships, one MBA student simply typed "sand castle building," 
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indicating that no other explanation was necessary. Dr. Henry said that during the sand 
castle competition, "people are down there just letting their hair down, literally, in the 
sand and working together on a fun project." An MBA student from 2006 said that 
competition between students can be helpful. He said, "Having a competition is always a 
good thing, especially among MBAs who are prone to be somewhat competitive anyway. 
Balancing getting people engaged without building an adversarial relationship would 
have done well—that worked out well." 
A student from the 2007 MBA cohort described the benefits that the sand castle 
competition afforded students. He said: 
You have to work on a team with these people, you start to do fun interesting 
things that require trust there. And it really helped you discover two and three 
levels deep of who you were dealing with. And you could start to who you 
identify with and who you want to be around. So it was important - the sand 
castle building and BBQ at [Dr. Henry's] house. 
Another student from the same cohort said something very similar. She said: 
The building sand castles it's, you know, chinsy [s/c], but it did help form some social 
bonds. Like the trust exercise and things like that. ... yes it was learning, but it was 
more. It allowed you time to get to know one another in more of a social aspect. And see 
how they perform under pressure and in other environments and not just the classroom. It 
allowed me to get a better understanding of who these people are, opposed to just the 
classroom face that you would see presented. 
When this student found out that the MBA cohort from 2011 did another activity in place of the 
sand castle competition, she laughed and said, "I highly recommend sand castles." 
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One of the faculty members and past program administrators compared the 
relationships among students in the MBA program using a mixed-cohort format with 
another business program that she also teaches in that uses a closed-cohort format. 
Despite the fact that students in the other program are with each other for their entire 
program, they are not as close with one another. "To have it be successful, you probably 
do need these bonding activities," said the faculty member. The students in the other 
program "might get tired all together having classes from 8:00 to 5:00, five days a week, 
but that doesn't really bring them together." She thought that "even just some of the sand 
building activities they do" with the MBA students at the beginning of the program are 
critical for the development of student relationships. 
Event at Dr. Henry's house. Following the sand castle competition, all of the 
students went to Dr. Henry's home, nearby, for lunch and additional team building 
activities. As an MBA student from the 2006 cohort described it, "I think that the sand 
castle building led into just general hanging out at the [Henry's] residence that afternoon 
and doing other various activities, none of which we would have engaged in on our own 
free will if you hadn't asked us to do so, but again I think it was useful." Another student 
from the same cohort said, "Teambuilding at [Henry's] house or for his class we did a lot 
of teambuilding where we all talked and shared ideas. Anything outside of actually 
sitting in class gave way to just being able to socialize in general." A student from the 
2007 MBA cohort said, "We enjoyed the get together; I would like to say the picnic or 
luncheon afterwards. And that was nice because we got to meet other students who were 
in their second year" of the program. 
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Dr. Henry also discussed the advantages that the events at his home have for 
students. He said: 
Another thing that I think is very helpful is actually coming over for the MBA 
program is the event over at the beach and the event at my house—at a professors 
house, instead of being in the classroom all of the time—it gets people in a social 
setting, helping them drop their barriers~a real bonding experience. I think those 
experiences are important all of the way across the board. 
He suggested that the trust and team building activities that students do at his house help 
accelerate group development, similar to the way that the IMBA student discussed above 
that the course in Mexico does for the IMBA students. He stated: 
That's a way to socialize and get us right through that first forming and some of 
the storming stages of group development so that they can get into the performing 
stage when classes start. They're not there yet, but they've made a lot of progress 
which would probably take them four or five weeks of regular semester to have 
that kind of interpersonal experience that will get them in a more comfortable 
easy to participate and interact with one another level. So I think that's a good 
start. 
While a lot of MBA students seemed to enjoy the sand castle competition followed by 
lunch and trust activities at Dr. Henry's home, some students indicated that they felt that 
they could have benefitted from additional social activities during orientation. For 
example, one MBA student wrote on the survey, "I think they added benefit, although it 
would have been nice to be able to spend some time together socially during the 1sl 2 
weeks." 
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IMBA Trip to Mexico 
Whereas the MBA students participated in a team building course, competed in a 
sand castle competition and went to a professor's home near campus for trust building 
activities, the IMBA students participated in similar, but somewhat different activities in 
Mexico during the first week of their program. The IMBA students had a lot to say about 
their experiences in Mexico. In addition to the comments previously indicated above 
about the IMBA trip to Mexico, there were over 15 general comments about the Mexico 
trip made by IMBA student on the survey. A few examples of what students wrote 
include the following: 
• "Mexico immersion was fun and useful," 
• "Being thrown together down in Mexico was great for me in getting to know my 
cohort," 
• "Going to Mexico as a cohort had the biggest impact on developing 
relationships," 
• "Simply the weekend in Mexico was a critical moment that developed lasting 
relationships," 
• "The first three weeks were CRUCIAL to developing strong relationships from 
the start. I believe that the IMBA orientation trip was an extremely effective way 
to do this," 
• "Weekend trip to Mexico was integral in forming immediate bonding 
experience," 
• "[Mexico] seemed to solidify us as a cohort and I wouldn't trade that weekend 
experience for anything in the world," and 
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• "I really enjoyed the [Mexico] experience, the trip made us realize that we were 
on the same path for the following years to come." 
A few students noted that they went to Mexico as strangers and returned as friends. One 
student said, "Before the trip no one knew anyone, by the end we were all best friends." 
Another said, "The initial Mexico trip was a great way to build relationships at the start 
of the program. I felt that the class was integrated by the end of the trip." 
All four of the IMBA students interviewed discussed the impact that Mexico had 
on the development of their cohort. A member of the 2006 IMBA cohort said, "Mexico 
just sticks out because I remember everything before that was just the polite pleasantries 
where you go, hi my name is...." He added, "So the sooner they could do that, 
however they structure the Mexico trip or wherever they do it, the better." Another one 
of his cohort members said, "I really remember there actually being a lot of Tequila 
involved in [Mexico] and everyone had a really good time with that. It was really ftinny 
to start out on that foot, I guess, everyone letting their guard down." 
The two IMBA students from the 2007 cohort provided a few additional details 
about the types of things that they did in Mexico, outside of drinking, that helped students 
establish such a strong bond. One said: 
We went down [to Mexico] and you participate in all the teambuilding activities 
but also just everything to get there—the bus ride, you stay at the same hotel, you 
go out. We had two couples formed basically from that weekend, and I think at 
least one of them might still be together, but they lasted definitely through the 
entire cohort. 
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The other student in that cohort said: 
By orientation specifically, I mean the Mexico trip, was a big contributor to 
bonding. I think that the beach, the sand Castle building exercise that we had, that 
was a very good bonding activity. I can definitely say that. ... Everything the 
first couple of days were pretty interesting. 
According to the students, being in Mexico afforded them the opportunity to really get to 
know one another outside of class, which helped them establish close relationships and 
bonds over the span of a couple of days. 
Just as all four IMBA students interviewed raised the topic of Mexico, so did all 
three of the faculty members who were interviewed. One faculty member talked about 
how the trip cements student relationships. She said: 
For the IMBA, it is that first experience, that off-campus, get away, out of your 
comfort zone, you don't know anyone, you don't know your roommates, and you 
are very excited about starting the program and you just dive right in. ... it's not 
even just going away, they have to do a lot of stuff together, they have to learn 
how to get along together. I think that really cements [student relationships]. 
Another faculty member talked about the bonding that occurred over the few days that 
students were down in Mexico. He said: 
It was the end of the week. They had already formed bonds after only being in 
the program about a week. Also, as was common with the IMBAs, there was [sic] 
a high proportion of international students and I noticed that they had bonded, so 
that was great. 
He also added that he had gone to Mexico two or three times for the final dinner, where 
faculty members are invited to join the IMBA students. He said, "They had spent a real 
intensive week studying and then this was the last evening and they got the meet faculty 
who would be teaching them, because I would teach them later on in the semester." So in 
addition to bonding with one another, the IMBA students also go to establish 
relationships outside of the classroom with some of the professors that would be teaching 
them during their first semester. 
Dr. Henry, who travels with the students to Mexico and teaches the course there, 
said that the trip to Mexico provides a significant bonding experience for the IMBA 
students. He said: 
Well actually, the IMBAs with the offsite Baja week—or we have three days 
down there—that is a significant bonding experience for them just because of the 
venue and the atmosphere. Now we are down in Mexico and there is an open bar, 
the faculty come down for dinner, and they are living together down there for 
three days. They work hard, it is not a vacation, they have six to eight hours a day 
of classes and they have cases and assignments to work towards, so a lot of them 
are working 16 hours per day, but it is still a fun, social venue. I mean they can 
be working together on a case but having a margarita at the tables looking over 
the ocean while they work on it. This is a strong bonding experience for them. 
I've found that I think those people bond and work better together than any of the 
other programs. 
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It is important to note that Dr. Henry also taught the MBA cohorts during the first 
semester of the program, so he has a good understanding of the relationships established 
between students in both programs. 
While all of the faculty and students interviewed seemed to find the Mexico class 
to be beneficial, not all comments on the survey about Mexico were positive. There were 
a few comments with negative connotations. One student wrote: 
The trip to [Mexico] definitely helped to establish strong relationships between 
cohort members. The only problem with the trip was that it was too obvious that 
was the purpose of the trip, meaning there were too little emphasis on academic 
rigor and that some of the activities we performed felt a bit forced. It reminded 
me of a corporate retreat, in a bad way." 
Another student apparently did not find any value in the trip. The student wrote, "I found 
the orientation activities, like the time we spent in Mexico, extremely useless. I would 
have preferred to have real classes." 
Orientation Comparisons 
Orientations for the MBA and IMBA students were very similar, with the big 
exception of the trip to Mexico that the IMBA students took. Although students did not 
get to experience both orientations, a number of the students from each program could 
not help but make comparisons between the two orientations agendas. An MBA student 
wrote on the survey that the orientation "did little, as it was not as extensive as, say, the 
IMBA cohort." During his interview, an IMBA student from the 2006 cohort said: 
The thing I do like about Mexico that I can compare to the regular MBA group 
where they did it at [Henry's] house rather than down in Mexico, I remember the 
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feedback was different and the bonds were more immediate from our group than 
theirs because they only went for a couple hours out to [the beach] rather than 
being stuck together for a weekend or two days or whatever it was together. I 
thought that was a better approach than just going to someone's house and then 
going back to your own house at the end of the day. 
Regardless of the fact that MBA students did not experience the IMBA orientation and 
vice versa, students established opinions about both and seemed to feel that the IMBA 
students had the better bonding experience. 
In addition to the words that students and faculty typed and said about the 
orientation processes, an evaluation of the data itself provided additional clues about 
students' feelings regarding the two different orientations. For instance, 83% of the 
MBA students who responded to the survey typed comments about their orientation 
amounting to approximately a page and half of notes, whereas 91% of IMBA students 
who responded to the survey typed comments about orientation, which amounted to 
approximately three and half pages of notes. Of the students who said that orientation 
activities had little or no impact on the development of relationships among cohort 
members, five were MBAs and three were IMBAs. Conversely, while only 3 MBAs 
made general comments about orientations activities being important in the development 
of student relationships, 12 IMBAs made such comments. 
The breadth and depth of responses about the IMBA orientation seem to support 
the literature suggesting that orientation activities that are held off-campus, away from 
students' other life obligations, offer benefits the development of student relationships 
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among cohort members. This is especially true when the IMBA responses about 
orientation activities are compared with the MBA responses. 
Concluding Remarks Regarding Research Question 3 
Research question three looked into the ways that different orientation events at 
the beginning of a cohort program influence the development of interpersonal bonds 
among students. The qualitative findings from this research question varied widely. A 
few students indicated on the open-ended questions of the survey that they found 
orientation events to have little influence on the development of relationships among then-
cohort. Many students indicated that orientation events were crucial for developing 
relationships, provided an ice breaker, allowed students to get to know one another, and 
helped establish bonds among students. MBA and IMBA students also spoke specifically 
about the ways that their separate and distinctly different orientation activities/initial 
classes impacted the development of interpersonal bonds among their cohorts. 
Although students in the MBA program did not get to experience the IMBA 
orientation or vice versa, a number of the students from each program could not help but 
make comparisons between the two orientations agendas. When students mentioned such 
comparisons, it was apparent that students in both programs felt that the IMBA 
orientation helped students establish a closer bond with one another. In addition, it was 
interesting to note that the data itself provided additional clues about students' feelings 
regarding the two different orientations. For instance, 83% of the MBA students who 
responded to the survey typed comments about their orientation amounting to 
approximately a page and half of notes, whereas 91% of IMBA students who responded 
to the survey typed comments about orientation, which amounted to approximately three 
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and half pages of notes. While orientation activities appeared to benefit students in both 
programs, the IMBA orientation seems to have had somewhat more success in helping 
students develop relationships among cohort members and establish a stronger foundation 
for the functioning of the cohort in general. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Educational programs utilize a number of different formats of cohort-based 
programming in an effort to engage students in a collaborative learning process. Cohort-
based programs have been regaining popularity over the past few decades because 
cohorts create a supportive and collegial learning environment (Barnett & Muse, 1993; 
Yerkes et al., 1995) that encourages students to exchange ideas and provide critical 
feedback, provides a culture for learners to support each other's progress, and produces a 
synergistic environment that increases the effectiveness of student learning (Saltiel & 
Russo, 2001). Cohorts are popular among graduate programs because they offer 
advantages for students on many levels. First, cohorts provide structural and 
organizational benefits by offering a well-defined course of study (e.g., Maher, 2005; 
Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006; Teitel, 1997). Second, cohorts create independent and 
interdependent learning opportunities that allow students to be intellectually and 
academically stimulated (Barnett et al. 2000; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006; Yerkes et al., 
1995), which results in the development of additional skills and knowledge (Barnett et 
al, 2000; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). Third, cohort groups engender stronger 
interpersonal bonds that help meet students' needs for affiliation in an educational 
context (Barnett et al., 2000; Maher, 2005; Seifert & Mandzuk, 2006). 
Cohort formats range from closed to open according to the exclusion or inclusion 
of additional students during the life of the program. In closed-cohorts, a small group of 
students proceed through a pre-arranged sequence of classes and activities and end the 
program at approximately the same time (e.g., Barnett et al., 2000; Lawrence, 2002; 
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Maher, 2005; Yerkes et al., 1995). In open-cohorts, students take core classes with 
cohort members and enroll in separate classes to fit individual or elective needs (Basom 
et al., 1995; Yerkes et al., 1995). Although a number of graduate level programs employ 
a mixture of closed- and open-cohort formats, there has been a lack of empirical research 
examining the benefits or consequences of mixing cohort formats within a single 
academic program. 
The purpose of this study was to fill the empirical void in the literature regarding 
how a mixed-cohort format, where students start in a closed-cohort and move to an open-
cohort, impacts students' individual learning and development as well as the nature of 
their relationships—including the development of interpersonal bonds—with their initial 
cohort members and others in the program. Three research questions with multiple sub-
questions guided the study. The first question sought to understand how participation in 
a mixed-cohort format impacts students' academic achievement in a graduate program. 
The second question sought to understand how participation in a mixed-cohort format 
impacts the nature of relationships—including the development of interpersonal bonds— 
among students. The third research question looked at the role that orientation events at 
the beginning of a cohort-based program have on the development of relationships among 
cohort members. 
This study specifically explored how students from four cohort groups of two 
similar graduate business programs at the same university—a Master of Business 
Administration (MBA) program and an International Master of Business Administration 
(IMBA) program—assessed their experience of moving from a closed-cohort to an open-
cohort during their graduate program. Both programs were taught by mostly the same 
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faculty, were similar in structure and curriculum, and utilized a mixed-cohort format 
where students took classes as a closed-cohort during the first semester and moved to an 
open-cohort in subsequent semesters. Once the cohorts were open, students from both 
programs were enrolled in some courses together. 
The study utilized an explanatory sequential mixed methods research design, 
whereby quantitative data were collected and analyzed in order to understand the overall 
experiences of the cohort populations being studied and inform the qualitative inquiry 
that followed (Creswell, 2003). The qualitative portion of the study described the 
meaning that students and faculty assign to the phenomenon of moving from a closed-
cohort to an open-cohort after the first semester of a graduate business program. Initially, 
an electronic survey of mostly closed-ended questions was completed by 57 of the 85 
students who participated in the 2006 and 2007 entering MBA and IMBA cohorts (a 67% 
response rate). Closed-ended survey responses were analyzed using multiple quantitative 
methods, including the analysis of descriptive statistics and regression analysis, in SPSS. 
Then qualitative interviews were conducted with nine students (five MBAs and four 
IMBAs) and three key faculty members who taught in both programs while the student 
participants were enrolled. Open-ended survey questions and interview transcripts were 
assessed utilizing thematic analysis. Documents were also analyzed to identify 
participants, provide population data for a comparison with the sample, and support or 
contrast the information gathered through the surveys and interviews. 
This chapter starts with a discussion of the study's key findings and how these 
findings relate to the literature on cohort-based learning. The next section provides some 
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implications that these findings have for policy. The final section provides suggestions 
for future research on mixed-cohort formats and concluding remarks. 
Discussion of the Study's Key Findings 
The findings of the study described in chapter four provide very detailed 
responses to the research questions that guided this study. This section highlights the key 
findings from the study. First, significant results pertaining to the mixed-cohort format 
are presented. Second, the differences between the ways that MBA and IMBA students 
experienced the mixed-cohort format are identified. When possible, connections are 
made between the key findings and the existing literature. 
Mixed-Cohort Format 
The quantitative and qualitative findings in this study helped to provide a better 
understanding of how students and faculty perceived the experience of moving from a 
closed-cohort to an open-cohort after the first term of a graduate business program. Key 
findings related to the closed-cohort portion of the program, the open-cohort portion of 
the program, and the various mixed-cohort format options that surfaced during the study 
are discussed in the sections that follow. 
Closed-cohort. In many respects the findings of this study, as they pertain to the 
closed-cohort portion of the program, reflect the literature on closed-cohort programs. 
This is true for both the cohort's support of academic achievement and the development 
of relationships among closed-cohort members. In regards to academic achievement, 
students in the current study indicated that their closed-cohort members had a strong 
impact on their ability to achieve overall academic success. Using a 5-point scale where 
five indicated a strong impact, students provided a mean score of 4.09 for the overall 
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impact that the closed-cohort had on students' ability to achieve academic performance. 
Previous empirical evidence also suggested that cohorts increase academic and scholarly 
performance. For example, Reynolds (1997) found that cohort students, including 
business administration students, showed higher learning outcomes than their non-cohort 
counterparts, although in some instances the difference was minimal. Reynolds also 
found that cohort students also reported slightly higher grades than their non-cohort 
counterparts. 
Students in the current study identified that participation in the closed-cohort 
enhanced their learning by motivating them; providing a team-oriented learning 
environment, which gave them the ability to work effectively with one another and easily 
create new study teams; providing them with a supportive and helpful environment; 
affording them the opportunity to leverage the strengths of their classmates; and allowing 
them to learn from one another. Students in past studies have similarly reported that their 
cohort helped them work effectively as a team (Norris & Barnett, 1994; McPhail et al., 
2008), provided a supportive learning environment (e.g. Norris & Barnett, 1994; Saltiel 
& Russo, 2001; Teitel, 1997; Unzueta et al., 2008; Wathington, 2010), and afforded them 
the opportunity to share knowledge by bringing diverse perspectives to class discussions 
(e.g. McPhail et al., 2008). The ability to share life experiences has been identified as a 
key differentiator between learning as an adult and learning as a child (Barnett & 
Caffarella, 1992). Past and current research shows that cohort-based programming opens 
the way for adults to learn from one another. 
In regards to the development of student relationships, students in the current 
study indicated that for the most part they developed positive relationships with most of 
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their cohort members. In fact, students indicated that one of the biggest benefits of 
starting their graduate business program as a closed-cohort was the opportunity to build 
relationships with cohort members. Students specifically identified these relationships as 
being friendships, close-knit, and on-going, and said that these relationships helped to 
establish comfort, bonds and trust among the group. In the same way, the literature on 
cohort relationships has indicated that as cohort members get to know one another, 
friendships and networks are formed (Norris & Barnett, 1994; Teitel, 1997; Wathington, 
2010) and the more members interact with one another collaboratively, the more cohorts 
develop into interdependent entities where individuals develop friendship bonds, rules, 
and rituals (Johnson & Johnson, 2009; Yerkes et al, 1995). The cohort literature reports 
that the bonds created among cohort members can have a positive impact on students' 
experiences in their graduate programs and promote increased collegiality, bonding, 
community, support, cooperation, networking, trust, and a sense of belonging (Barnett et 
al., 2000; Norris & Barnett, 1994; Teitel, 1997), which resonates with the findings of the 
current study. 
Four findings rose to the surface in the current study as having a particular impact 
on students' academic achievement and/or the development of student relationships 
during the closed-cohort portion of the program. These four findings included: students' 
marital and family status, hours worked off-campus, the perceived impact that the cohort 
had on students' ability to attend to their personal life outside of the program, and the 
way that students leverage the strengths of their cohort members. Each of these findings 
is discussed briefly in the sections that follow below. 
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Marital and family status. The literature points to abundant examples of students' 
using family-like terms to describe the bonds created among cohorts (e.g., Maher, 2004; 
Radencich et al., 1998; Unzueta et al., 2008; Wesson, 1996) and the fact that students' 
personal dilemmas, including marital problems and family issues, may become apparent 
in and impact the morale of cohort groups (Bamett & Muse, 1993). Along those lines, a 
number of studies have identified that cohort members support one another emotionally 
as they attempt to balance the conflicting priorities of family, jobs, and schoolwork 
(Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, et al., 2001; Saltiel & Russo, 2001; Seifert & 
Mandzuk, 2006; Teitel, 1997; Unzueta et al., 2008). 
Seifert and Mandzuk (2006) found that older students were more likely to have 
spouses, children, and jobs that competed not only with their schoolwork, but with the 
students' ability to connect with their cohort members. In the study conducted by Seifert 
and Mandzuk, a student conveyed that she got along with her cohort well enough, but 
that she "did not need them very much emotionally or academically and that she lacked 
the time and energy to invest in peer relationships" (p. 1314). Similarly, the two reasons 
that students in the current study provided for not fitting in with their cohort were age and 
outside relationships. 
Students in the current study who said that they spent their free time outside of 
class with people other than cohort members reported doing so because they were in a 
committed relationship. For example, an 1MB A student who was interviewed said, "I 
had just started dating my current wife so I was more detached than I would have liked to 
have been." Similarly, an MBA student said his interaction with his cohort increased 
when he broke-up with his girlfriend. A student without family commitments during the 
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program talked about the impact of family obligations impacted student relationships 
among the cohort. He said, "For those who did have family it was obviously tougher for 
them to get together. They would join in but it didn't allow them to come out all the 
time." 
Interestingly, two of the nine students interviewed for the current study married 
students they met during the program. One was an IMBA student who married someone 
that he met from his closed-cohort. The other was also an IMBA student who married an 
MBA student whom she met once the cohort was open. She said," [I] became a friend 
with people that weren't in my cohort, that were in the MBA cohort." Then laughing she 
added, "I actually ended up marrying him four years later." Of course most of the 
relationships established through the cohort were friendships that did not result in 
marriage. 
The results of the current study indicate that being single at the start of a cohort-
based program may afford students a better opportunity to develop positive relationships 
with their cohort members. As outlined in chapter four, Regression Model 4 indicated 
that holding all other variables constant, being single at the start of the program increased 
students' agreement that they developed positive relationships with most of their cohort 
members by 7.6% or 0.38 points on a 5-point scale, where 5 indicated that they strongly 
agreed that they developed positive relationships with most cohort members. Although 
being single at the start of the program was not a significant variable when included with 
all of the other variables in Regression Model 4, it was determined that the model was 
more effective with that variables included since marital status was a significant variable 
if one of the cohort variables was removed. 
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The current study also identified that a change in marital status during the cohort 
program impacted students' perception of the influence that the closed-cohort had on 
students' ability to achieve a satisfactory academic performance. Regression Model 2 
identified that holding all other variables constant, a change in marital status during the 
academic program decreased the perceived impact that the cohort had on students ability 
to achieve academic performance by 75.4% or 3.77 points on a 5-point scale, where a 
score of 5 indicated that students felt that the cohort had an extremely positive impact. 
While a change in marital status during the program was not significant when included 
with all of the other variables in Regression Model 2, it was left in the model since it was 
a significant variable if participation in the MBA program was removed. Since the 
choice of program is important and a change in marital status during the program cannot 
be controlled for, it was determined that the model was more effective with both 
variables included. The fact that the model showed that a change in marital status 
decreased the perceived impact that the closed-cohort has on students' ability to achieve 
satisfactory academic performance, indicates that marital issues may distract students 
from connecting with their cohort and therefore these students may not value the 
contributions that cohort members make towards students' academic achievements. 
While a change in marital status impacted the perceived impact that the closed-
cohort had on students' ability to achieve satisfactory academic performance, having 
young children at home influenced the perceived impact that non-cohort members had on 
students' ability to achieve academic success. Regression Model 3 showed that holding 
all other variables constant, every additional child living at home at the start of a 
students' graduate program decreased the perceived impact that non-cohort members had 
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on students' ability to achieve academic performance by 42.2% or 2.11 points on a 5-
point scale, where a score of 5 indicated that students felt that non-cohort members had 
an extremely positive impact. This indicates that students who had children at home may 
have felt supported by their cohort members and therefore experienced a loss when 
classes were opened up to others, did not value the influence of the non-cohort members 
in their classes, or did not have time left for anyone else when the cohort was opened up. 
Working off-campus. As indicated above, balancing family, job, and schoolwork 
demands can be challenging even when students are involved in a cohort-based program. 
While the existing literature on closed-cohort programs has not highlighted specifics 
regarding the impact that working off-campus can have on students' academic 
achievement in a full-time cohort program or the development of relationships among 
cohort members, working off-campus surfaced a few times in the current study as having 
an impact on both of these areas. 
Working off-campus during the closed-cohort portion of the program, which was 
said to be the most challenging semester of the program, negatively impacted student 
grades. Regression Model 1 indicated that holding all other variables constant, every 
hour that a student works off-campus in the fall semester of the first year of the graduate 
business program decreased students' GPA by 0.01 points. Grades for these MBA and 
IMBA students suffered when students split their time, energy and focus on their job and 
schoolwork. 
Students who spent more time working off campus during the closed-cohort 
portion of the program found that having non-cohort students in some of their classes 
positively impacted their ability to achieve academic performance. Regression Model 3 
indicated that holding all other variables constant, every additional hour that a student 
worked off-campus in the first semester of the program increased the perceived impact 
that having non-cohort members in class had on students' ability to achieve academic 
performance by 0.6% or 0.03 points. Students who worked off-campus may not have had 
a chance to develop close relationships with cohort members and therefore may have 
valued the expansion in the students' professional network that the open-cohort afforded 
students over the benefits associated with the closed-cohort portion of the program. 
Cohorts impacted students' ability to attend to their personal life outside of the 
program. The literature has shown that cohort members provide emotional support for 
students who struggle to find a balance between their personal life and other 
responsibilities. In addition to the examples provided above, Seifert and Mandzuk (2006) 
found that cohort members "were valued because they offered empathy when a student 
encountered difficulty with .. . their personal lives" (p. 1310). This was particularly true 
when students' experienced personal crises, including the death of a parent or the loss of 
a job. The findings on the support provided to attend to students' personal life before 
now have been primarily qualitative in nature. The current study used the perceived 
impact of the cohort on students' ability to attend to their personal life outside of the 
program as an independent variable to gather quantitative data in order to expand upon 
the previous research in this area. 
The current study identified two significant quantitative findings regarding 
students' ability to attend to their personal life. First, Regression Model 2 found that 
holding all other variables constant, every additional point on a 5-point scale that 
students' used to indicate the impact that their closed-cohort had on their ability to attend 
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to their personal life (where a score of 5 indicated that the cohort had an extremely 
positive impact) increased students' perception of the impact that the closed-cohort had 
on their ability to achieve academic performance by 8.6% or 0.43 points on another 5-
point scale. This supports the existing literature that the emotional support that students 
receive from cohort members in order to attend to their personal life outside of the cohort 
also helps students to feel supported in their academic progress. Past and current findings 
suggest that receiving emotional support to deal with personal issues empowers students 
to focus on their academic goals despite the challenges students face outside of the 
classroom. 
Second, Regression Model 4 found that when holding all other variables constant, 
every additional point on a 5-point Likert scale indicating that students' were in 
agreement that the cohort impacted their ability to attend to their personal life increased 
students' agreement that they developed positive relationships with most of their cohort 
by 7% or 0.35 points on another 5-point scale. This suggests that emotional support of 
students' personal life outside of the cohort program may help students feel able to attend 
to their personal issues and return to the cohort with the freedom and ability to connect 
with their cohort members as well. 
Leveraging the strengths of cohort members. One of the ways that the closed-
cohort was perceived as helping students in the current study achieve their academic 
goals was by affording students the opportunity to leverage the strengths of others. This 
ability for students to recognize and leverage the strengths of cohort members was 
repeatedly mentioned by students and faculty alike. An MBA student said, "We played 
on each other's strengths and helped with each other's weaknesses." Likewise, an 1MB A 
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student said, "We got to know one another pretty well and their strengths and weaknesses 
and we could play to those during our schoolwork." A faculty member also said, "They 
become so close they know each other's strengths and weaknesses that they really end up 
helping each other." The examples of how students leveraged the strengths of their 
cohort members, expanded upon in chapter four, were abundant in the current study, yet 
leveraging strengths has not been highlighted in previous studies. Past studies have 
pointed to various academic benefits associated with closed-cohorts, including increases 
in team learning outcomes (Barnett et al., 2000), but have not specified the leveraging of 
strengths that was so clearly articulated by the MBA and IMBA cohort members and 
faculty. 
Students in the current study identified a few disadvantages of starting the 
program as a closed-cohort. However, the two main disadvantages of the closed-
cohort—a lack of exposure to diverse experiences and limited networking 
opportunities—were the two main benefits that students' associated with moving to an 
open-cohort after the first term of the program. A discussion on the key findings related 
to the open-cohort portion of the mixed-cohort program follows. 
Open-cohort. Most of the studies conducted on cohort programs have focused 
on either closed-cohort programs or the closed-cohort portion of a program (e.g., Maher, 
2005). The studies that include closed-cohort, open-cohort, and fluid-cohort programs do 
not differentiate between the various formats, but lump their findings together to describe 
cohorts more generally (e.g., Drago-Severson, Helsing, Kegan, Popp, et al., 2001). While 
the current study cannot provide insight into open-cohorts on their own, since the 
students involved in the study each started the program as a closed-cohort and, therefore, 
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may have experienced the open-cohort differently than they would have if they had only 
known the open-cohort, this study begins to fill the gap in the literature about how 
students experience an open-cohort after they leave a closed-cohort. Specifically, the 
current study helped address two questions that were raised by Maher (2005). The first 
question asked whether or not students who move to other educational contexts after a 
closed-cohort suffer an emotional letdown. The second question asked whether or not it 
is difficult for student to readjust to being in non-cohort classes. The findings of the 
current study, which are expanded upon below, identified how students felt about having 
new students in some of their classes after the first term of the program and how these 
new students impacted the relationships that had been established among cohort 
members. 
Students in the current study were somewhat satisfied with having non-cohort 
members in some of their classes after the first term and did not seem to have much 
trouble adjusting to those new students. Using a 5-point Likert scale on the survey, 
where 5 indicated that students were extremely satisfied, students' provided a mean 
response score of 3.61 with a standard deviation of 1.21, revealing that they were 
somewhat satisfied with having non-cohort students in their classes after the first term. 
Similarly, students were asked to use a 5-point Likert scale on the survey where 5 
represented that students strongly agreed with the following statement: I found it difficult 
to adjust to having non-cohort members in my classes after the first semester of the 
program. Students gave a mean rating of 2.33 with a standard deviation of 1.39, 
indicating that they slightly disagreed with the statement; students did not necessarily 
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have difficulty adjusting to having non-cohort members in their classes after the first term 
of the program. 
The current study also asked students to indicate both quantitatively and 
qualitatively the impact that having non-cohort members in their classes after the first 
semester had on the relationships they had formed with cohort-members. Quantitatively, 
students revealed that for the most part students felt that having non-cohort members in 
class had neither a positive nor a negative impact on the relationships they had formed 
with cohort members. Using a 5-point Likert scale, where 5 indicated an extremely 
positive impact, students provided a mean response of 2.96 with a standard deviation of 
0.87. Qualitatively, students expressed mixed feelings about how changing from a 
closed-cohort to an open-cohort impacted student relationships. On one hand, an 
overwhelming amount of students mentioned that moving to an open-cohort allowed 
them to meet new people and establish new friendships as well as mix things up a bit. On 
the other hand, a lot of students mentioned that they continued to cling to people from 
their closed-cohort. Because of this tendency to cling to their closed-cohort members, 
students said that they experienced an insider/outsider mentality and that cliques resulted 
from this fraction. Whereas some students felt that moving to an open-cohort 
strengthened the bonds that they had established with their closed-cohort, others felt that 
the mixed-cohort diluted the cohort's cohesiveness and that they lost touch with some of 
their cohort members. 
Regression Model 5 identified that the more trouble that students had adjusting to 
non-cohort members in class, the more satisfied students were with their graduate 
program overall. For each additional point on a 5-point scale that students gave in 
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agreement that they found it difficult to adjust to having non-cohort members in class 
after the first term, students' overall satisfaction with their graduate program increased by 
3.6% or 0.18 points. This indicates that in combination with other variables, the more 
students struggled to adjust to leaving the closed-cohort, the more satisfied they were 
with the closed-cohort as well as their graduate program overall. 
Mixed-cohort format options. As discussed previously, a gap exists in the 
literature in regards to how students experience moving from one cohort-format to 
another during an academic program. A similar gap exists in regards to the ideal length 
of time for students to stay in any style of cohort. For example, Maher (2005) conducted 
a study on students while they participated in the closed-cohort portion of their program 
and found that some of the students indicated that almost a year with the closed-cohort 
group was enough. Given that finding along with the knowledge that some cohorts 
extend to two or three years, Maher questioned if an ideal length of time for cohort 
membership exists. Seifert and Mandzuk (2006) suggested that not enough cohort 
formats have been tried to be able to evaluate or choose ideal formats. 
Students in the current study provided a variety of suggestions in regards to what 
an ideal mixed-cohort format might look like. On the survey students were asked to 
provide the ideal length of time to be in class with only their cohort members. The 
options included never (0), 1 term (1), 2 terms (2), 3 terms (3), or the entire program (4), 
where the January session was specified as the second term of the program. The mean 
response was 1.88 terms with a standard deviation of 1.14 terms. Since the mixed-cohort 
format of their business program had them in class with only their cohort members for 
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one term, students indicated that they would only increase the amount of time with only 
their cohort slightly, if at all. 
During the interviews all students were asked their opinions about an ideal format 
for the cohort-based program. While all students valued having time in a closed-cohort, 
their ideas regarding the ideal length of time with the closed-cohort varied. A third of the 
students interviewed, representing three of the four cohorts involved in the study, said 
that they would have kept the mixed-cohort structure that was utilized at the time that 
they went through the program. Three of the nine students interviewed said that they 
liked the mixed-cohort format that was used, but would have preferred to have been 
introduced to the other lull-time cohort that started the same year much earlier in the 
program. A couple of students indicated that they would have preferred to be with their 
closed-cohort for the entire first year of the program before they moved into the open-
cohort. And finally, while at least one student thought that it would be ridiculous to stay 
in the closed-cohort the entire time, two students mentioned that they would have 
preferred to be with their closed-cohort for the entire program. 
A member of the 2007 1MB A cohort said that the ideal program format "depends 
on the person and what they are hoping to get out of it," indicating that the closed-cohort 
may be more important for younger students than for older students who have more work 
experience. This resonates with the findings from this study about working off-campus 
and Seifert and Mandzuk's (2006) finding mentioned above, where the older student 
indicated that she did not have the time or need to connect with her cohort members. 
An MBA student suggested that the people in the cohort are more important than 
the format or the length of time spent with cohort members. Similarly, Basom and 
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colleagues (1995) advocated that it is important to select students with similar learning 
aspirations in order to give the cohort the best chance at becoming a cohesive, 
interdependent group. Finding the right people for the cohort may also provide a reason 
why Seifert and Mandzuk (2006) found that less time spent with cohort members did not 
result in higher or lower satisfaction with cohort members. In their study of multiple 
cohort groups, two cohorts spent 90% of their time together and a third cohort spent 66% 
of their time together, yet all three cohorts provided similar responses in regards to 
satisfaction with cohort members. Although Seifert and Mandzuk (2006) were not 
certain about the cause of that finding, they questioned whether or not the length of time 
that cohorts spent together is a critical factor in cohort satisfaction. 
It is still unknown if there is an ideal amount of time for students to be in a 
closed-cohort or whether or not an ideal cohort format exists. The findings from the 
current study, however, suggest that there may be many ways of successfully mixing 
cohort formats in order to help students reach their academic goals and facilitate the 
development of relationships among cohort members. 
Differences between MBA and IMBA Cohort Experiences 
The MBA and IMBA programs were purposefully selected for this study because 
the similarity of, and overlap between, the two programs provided a unique opportunity 
to compare and contrast diverse cohort experiences. This section highlights the key 
differences between MBA and IMBA student experiences with the mixed-cohort format. 
Differences were identified in regards to academic achievement, the development of 
student relationships, and orientation activities. The differences between the MBA and 
IMBA students in these areas will be discussed in the sections that follow. 
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Academic achievement. The differences between the MBA and IMBA cohorts 
first became apparent when the regression models were developed and run. Regression 
Model 1 indicated that holding all other variables constant, participation in the MBA 
program instead of the IMBA program increased students' overall GPA by 0.13 points. 
This finding may be somewhat connected to the academic qualifications of the students 
in the MBA versus the IMBA program at the time that the students applied for their 
respective programs. Although the undergraduate GPAs for both groups were similar, 
MBA students had significantly higher GMAT scores than IMBA students. One of the 
reasons that institutions utilize standardized tests is to help predict students' ability to be 
successful in their academic program. Just as the SAT and ACT exams are routinely 
used to help predict a potential undergraduate student's performance, the GMAT exam is 
used by business programs around the world to predict success in graduate management 
education programs (Hill, Hynes, Joyce & Green, 2011). If these exams are in fact 
successful in predicting academic success, it is not too surprising that participation in the 
MBA led to higher GPAs than participating in the IMBA, since the mean GMAT scores 
were higher for the MBA program. 
Regression Model 2 indicated that holding all other variables constant, 
participation in the MBA program instead of the IMBA program increased the perceived 
impact that closed-cohort members had on students' ability to achieve academic 
performance by 0.47 points on a 5-point scale, where 5 indicated that cohort members 
played an extremely positive impact on students' academic achievement. This indicates 
that students in the MBA program perceived that their cohort members had more of an 
impact on their academic achievement than students in the IMBA program. This could 
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be linked to the fact that MBA students found that moving from the closed-cohort to the 
open-cohort was more distracting than IMBA students. 
MBA students from both the 2006 and 2007 entering cohorts indicated that 
moving from the closed-cohort to the open-cohort distracted from the academic rigor and 
quality of the program, because they perceived a difference in the academic caliber of 
non-cohort students. Students expressed this sentiment by saying things such as "I felt 
like, whether perceived or not, like my cohort had an intellectual advantage over the other 
cohorts we were mixed with," and "I am a strong believer that, generally, the [MBA] 
program attracted higher caliber students." Some MBA students felt that class 
discussions with non-cohort members were not has constructive as they had been with 
just the cohort. For example, an MBA student said, "I felt like we weren't able to delve 
as deeply or as far into a lot of the topics." Other MBA students felt that the academic 
progress decreased once new students were added to their classes, saying things such as 
"What was somewhat easily understood in classes by my cohort took longer to get out in 
classes that were all mixed together" and "Sometimes these new people could drag the 
discussions and overall class progress down." As these examples indicate, several MBA 
students noted a decrease in academic rigor after the first semester of the program and 
they attributed that change to the change in cohort-formats. 
While Barnett and Muse (1993) suggested that separating cohorts or placing 
cohort students in classes with non-cohort students may create conflicts for both students 
and faculty, this does not explain why cohort members from one program were more 
likely to sense this conflict than students from another program. There are two potential 
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reasons for the differences in the ways that students in each program reacted to this, as 
outlined below. 
The first potential reason why the change from the closed-cohort to the open-
cohort may have been more distracting for MBA students than IMBA students is because 
the IMBA program had been using the same full-time, mixed-cohort format for a couple 
of years by the time the students involved in the study joined the program and therefore 
expectations may have been appropriately established. The MBA program, on the other 
hand, was in its first two years of being offered in the full-time, cohort-based format 
when the students involved with this study were enrolled. MBA students, particularly in 
the 2006 entering cohort, indicated that there were some growing pains associated with 
being pioneers in the first few cohorts, especially in relation to the expectations for the 
program. 
An MBA student from the 2006 cohort explained that while high expectations had 
been set for the closed-cohort portion of the program, little had been said help students 
set expectations for what the program would be like once they moved to the open-cohort 
portion of the program. He said that the fact that his cohort had been told "that the 
courses had been redesigned to make them tougher" and that his cohort was "more 
competitive than the rest of the people who are taking various MBA classes" set the 
expectation that his cohort was superior to other cohorts and that their courses were more 
rigorous. He continued by saying, "There was an intentional segregation of groups here 
and then to have that collapse without any real explanation as to whether it is the same 
level of rigorous class design, intellectual stimulation—is that still going to be here?" 
Because they had not been prepared for the switch, the student suggested that his class 
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came to their own conclusion that the other students would not be of similar caliber as 
their cohort and that classes they took with non-cohort members would not be as 
rigorous. 
The second potential reason why the change from the closed-cohort to the open-
cohort may have been more distracting for MBA students than IMBA students is because 
1MBA students saw themselves as being more welcoming and inclusive. As one IMBA 
student said, "This is somewhat stereotyping, but I think people who are wanting to focus 
on global international tend to be more inclusive, open to new ideas, and think about 
things differently." While the exact reason for this difference between the reactions of 
MBA and IMBA students is unknown, the two potential reasons offered for why MBA 
students found it more distracting to move to the open-cohort portion of the program 
provide implications for policy, which will be discussed later. 
Development of relationships. While MBA students may have had a more 
difficult time adjusting to having non-cohort members in their classes after the first term 
of the program, IMBA students appear to have developed stronger relationships with 
their cohort members than MBA students. We turn now to a discussion on the key 
differences between MBA and IMBA students in regards to the development of student 
relationships, although the potential reason behind the differences in student relationships 
will be discussed in the following section—orientation activities. 
The survey asked students to indicate their level of agreement with the following 
statement: I developed positive relationships with most of my cohort members (the 
survey clarified that cohort meant the students from the closed-cohort portion of the 
program). Students were asked to indicate their level of agreement using a 5-point scale, 
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where 5 indicated that students strongly agreed that they developed positive relationships 
with most members of the cohort. Students tended to agree with this statement overall, as 
the minimum score provided was a 2.00 and the mean score for all students was 4.44 with 
a standard deviation of 0.82. However, an independent samples t-test indicated that a 
significant difference existed between the responses of the students in the two different 
programs. Students in the IMBA program agreed that they developed strong 
relationships with most cohort members significantly more than students in the traditional 
MBA program (p < .01). Similarly, Regression Model 4 indicated that holding all other 
variables constant, participation in the MBA program decreased students' agreement that 
they developed positive relationships with their cohort members by 8.4% or 0.42 points 
on a 5-point scale. A potential reason for these findings may be connected with their 
orientation activities, as discussed below. 
Since the students involved in the current study completed all of their coursework 
and/or graduated before the study began, students were asked on the survey to report the 
percentage of their closed-cohort they were still in touch with at least once every six 
months. The results were very similar to the responses above regarding the agreement 
that students developed strong relationships with most cohort members. Overall students 
reported remaining in contact with nearly one third of their cohort (a mean of 31.92% 
with a standard deviation of 26.39%), yet students from the IMBA program reported that 
they were in contact with a significantly higher percentage of students than the students 
in the MBA program (p < .01). It is not too surprising that IMBA students remain in 
contact with a higher percentage of cohort members after graduation than MBA students 
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since IMBA students were more likely to feel that they developed strong relationships 
with most members of their cohort than their MBA counterparts. 
Whereas significant differences existed between the responses of the students in 
the two different MBA programs in regards to the relationships students' established with 
their closed-cohort members, no significant differences existed between the programs in 
regards to the impact that changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort had on the 
relationships among students. Even though students in the IMBA program indicated that 
they established stronger relationships with their cohort members, the addition of non-
cohort members in their classes after the first term did not impact the relationships 
established any more or less than it did for their MBA program counterparts. This may 
provide additional support for the notion that IMBA students are inclusive in nature, as 
they did not seem to have any problem welcoming new students into their classes even 
though they had previously established strong relationships among themselves. 
Orientation activities. Since the MBA and IMBA programs were taught by 
mostly the same faculty and were similar in regards to structure and curriculum, yet 
offered different orientation programs, the findings from this study provided a 
comparison of how different orientation events impacted the development of student 
relationships. Students from both programs experienced the same orientation events on-
campus during the first day, but the rest of the events varied depending upon the 
program. MBA students stayed on or near campus and participated in a team building 
course, competed in a sand castle competition, and went to a professor's home for trust 
building activities. IMBA students participated in similar, but different, activities far 
from campus—at a resort in Mexico—during the first week of their program. 
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Although MBA students did not get to experience the IMBA orientation or vice-
versa, students established opinions about both orientations and suggested that the IMBA 
students had the better bonding experience. An MBA student wrote on the survey that 
the orientation "did little, as it was not as extensive as, say, the IMBA cohort." An 
IMBA student from the 2006 cohort said the following about the IMBA orientation in 
comparison to the MBA orientation, "The bonds were more immediate from our group 
than theirs because they only went for a couple hours out to [the beach] rather than being 
stuck together for a weekend or two days or whatever it was together." 
While trust and ownership of the program can be created through pre-program 
intensive courses offered on campus (Barnett & Caffarella, 1992), the literature supports 
the opinion that the MBA and IMBA students shared about how the trip to Mexico 
afforded students a better bonding experience. Orientation activities that take place off-
campus offer students the opportunity to interact with one another more informally 
(Barnett & Caffarella, 1992; Barnett & Muse, 1993; Maher, 2004) and seem to be 
particularly effective in establishing cohesion among cohort members (Seed, 2008). 
When students get to know one another without the distractions of everyday life, they can 
develop interpersonal bonds earlier in the program. Intimacy is generated through 
sharing of meals (McCarthy et al., 2005; Wesson et al., 1996) and rooming with cohort 
members (Barnett & Caffarella, 1992). 
Seed (2008) found that getting away from campus for an overnight stay was an 
essential part of the bonding that happened among cohort students in a University of 
Memphis program. The students in that study reported becoming a supportive, cohesive 
group after spending quality time together away from campus. Students in the current 
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study felt the same way. IMBA students said things such as" Before the trip no one knew 
anyone, by the end we were all best friends" and "I felt that the class was integrated by 
the end of the trip." Students in Seed's study attributed their cohesion to the fact that the 
pre-program trip was isolated, three hours away from campus, where they could not opt 
to go home at the end of the day. Similarly, the IMBA student quoted above suggested 
that bonding occurred because students were "stuck together" in Mexico for a few days. 
In addition to the words that students and faculty typed and said about the two 
orientations, an evaluation of the data itself provided additional clues about students' 
feelings regarding the two different orientations. For example, 83% of the MBA students 
who responded to the survey typed comments about their orientation amounting to 
approximately a page and half of notes, whereas 91% of IMBA students who responded 
to the survey typed comments about orientation, which amounted to approximately three 
and half pages of notes. Of the students who said that orientation activities had little or 
no impact on the development of relationships among cohort members, five were MBAs 
and three were IMBAs. Conversely, while only 3 MBAs made general comments about 
orientations activities being important in the development of student relationships, 12 
IMBAs made such comments. 
The breadth and depth of responses about the IMBA orientation activities, 
especially in comparison with the responses received about the MBA orientation events, 
seem to support the literature that suggests that orientation activities that are held off-
campus, away from students' other life obligations, help to develop cohesion among 
cohort groups. While orientation activities appeared to benefit students in both programs, 
the IMBA orientation activities seem to have had somewhat more success in helping 
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students develop stronger interpersonal relationships among cohort members and 
therefore establish a stronger foundation for the functioning of the cohort in general. 
Additional Considerations 
Since the researcher had personal experience with the programs and students 
involved in the study, a lot of care was taken to protect personal biases from influencing 
the findings of the study. However, it seems appropriate to share some additional context 
based upon the researcher's personal experience with and understanding of these 
programs since that knowledge is available. This section will highlight a few additional 
considerations based upon the researcher's knowledge as an insider. 
Prior to launching the study, people inquired about the researcher's hypotheses as 
though there was an expectation that the researcher already knew the findings that would 
surface. This was not the case. Prior anecdotal evidence indicated that some students did 
not want to leave their cohort, while others were more than ready for new experiences by 
the end of the first semester. Bonding among cohorts was evident, but the cohorts were 
small and some students felt limited. To be honest, the researcher expected the findings 
to swing one direction or the other: students would either favor more time with the 
closed-cohort or having an open-cohort the entire time. The finding that students liked 
the current format and would increase their time with the closed-cohort slightly, if at all, 
was a bit surprising to the researcher. 
The researcher was not at all surprised that the findings indicated that IMBA 
students established stronger relationships with cohort members and were in touch with a 
higher percentage of cohort members on a regular basis after graduation than MBA 
students. Anecdotal evidence has always indicated that the IMBA orientation activities 
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created a better bonding experience than the MBA orientation activities. The researcher 
has always said that IMBA students go to Mexico as strangers and returned as a close-
knit group; students in the study repeated this same line almost verbatim. Because of this 
anecdotal evidence as well as the feedback received by students, the MBA orientation 
activities were supplemented with additional team building activities in 2008 (prior to the 
start of this study). 
While some of the differences between IMBA and MBA student relationships 
may be attributed to different orientation activities, differences between the two groups 
have always been observable as early as students' first days on campus. During an 
interview for this study, a student from the 2007 IMBA cohort mentioned how his cohort 
was excited to meet one another the day of orientation, as they had been connecting 
online prior to their arrival. The two orientations that particular year have always stood 
out as an example of the differences that exist between students in the two different 
programs. Whereas IMBA students arrived on campus, gathered in a large circle, and 
started connecting immediately, the MBA students arrived on campus, sat in their chairs, 
and started reading their orientation materials quietly. Each cohort has a unique 
personality, but similar differences always seem to exist between the IMBA and MBA 
cohorts. The findings of the current study suggest that the inclusive nature of IMBA 
students may play a role in differentiating the two groups of students. 
Some of the findings of the study were not too surprising, as these programs 
request feedback from students on a regular basis in order to strive for continuous 
improvement. The students in the current study had therefore shared some of the same 
feedback directly with the program at the time that they were enrolled. For example, 
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when asked about other factors that impacted students' experiences between the first and 
second semesters of the program, the change in class schedules—from day to evening— 
was identified. This was more of an issue for IMBA students than MBA, most likely 
because IMBA students had more classes in the evening during the second semester than 
MBA students, since some of the IMBA core classes were elective options for non-cohort 
students so they were taught in the evening with all of the elective courses. IMBA 
students were surprised to have so many classes in the evening in the same way that 
MBA students did not know that they would be taking classes with non-cohort members 
after the first term of the program. Both of these are good examples of why it is 
important to set appropriate expectations for students at the start of the program. Since 
this feedback was received prior to the start of the current study, changes had already 
been made to ensure that students knew the changes that would take place after the first 
semester of the program in regards to both the cohort-format as well as the class 
schedule. 
The finding that the researcher was pleasantly surprised about was the fact that 
the two benefits of moving to an open-cohort after the first semester—exposure to 
additional diversity and expanded networking opportunities—not only addressed the two 
disadvantages that students associated with starting the program as a closed-cohort, but 
they also corresponded with the two reasons cited in chapter one regarding the possible 
reasons that students might value the opportunity to leave their closed cohort at some 
point during their program. This finding and others from the study leave the researcher 
feeling more confident about the benefits of the particular mixed-cohort format utilized 
by these programs than she was prior to the start of the study. 
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Implications for Policy 
The findings in this study confirm some of the previous empirical research 
indicating that the benefits of cohort-based program are numerous (e.g., Barnett et al., 
2000; Maher, 2005; McPhail et al., 2008; Teitel, 1997) and outweigh the liabilities 
associated with cohort formats (Barnett & Muse, 1993). The findings of this study 
provide some implications for policy in regards to cohort-based programming. 
Implications for each of the following are addressed in this section: mixing cohort 
formats, including students' families, setting appropriate expectations, planning 
orientation events, and supporting job attainment. 
Cohorts typically follow one or a combination of three basic formats: closed-
cohorts, open-cohorts, and fluid-cohorts (e.g., Barnett et al., 2000; Lawrence, 2002; 
Maher, 2005; Yerkes et al., 1995). The findings of the current study suggest that mixing 
cohort formats may increase the advantages associated with cohort-based programming, 
as the disadvantages that students' associated with starting the program as a closed-cohort 
were identified as the benefits of moving to another cohort format after the first term of 
the program. While it has still not been determined what the ideal length of time may be 
for cohort members to remain together or even if such an ideal exists, the findings in the 
current study suggest some implications for selecting the appropriate cohort format to be 
used. First, the findings suggest that starting the program with the closed-cohort format 
may provide students an opportunity to generate bonds that can help them both 
academically and emotionally throughout the program. Second, the findings suggest that 
students at different stages of life may value closed-cohort formats more than others. 
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Finally, the findings suggest that the students selected to be in the cohort may be more 
important than the format used or the amount of time that students are together. 
This study identified that students who were in committed relationships and/or 
had young children at home found it more difficult to establish close relationships with 
closed-cohort members. Regardless of their own relationship status, students identified 
that cohort members who were married or had children simply could not participate in as 
many cohort functions. Given that a number of students credited activities outside of 
class—including university sponsored programs, study abroad courses, and group social 
activities—with the development of relationships among the cohort, it may be pertinent 
to explore different ways to effectively introduce partners and family members to the 
cohort and include them in some of the cohort's activities. 
Moving from the closed-cohort to the open-cohort appeared to be more distracting 
for MBA students than IMBA students. One of the potential reasons given for this was 
because the expectations beyond the first term of the program had not been clearly 
established for the MBA students. To draw students to the new full-time, cohort-based 
format of the MBA program, students had been told that the MBA program had been 
redesigned to increase the rigor and attract the brightest students. This left students 
unsure of what to expect after the first term of the program, when they learned that they 
were going to be taking some classes with non-cohort members. Left to their own 
assumptions, students anticipated that the classes would be easier and that the other 
students would not have as much to offer. Regardless of what happened in reality, it is 
possible that these students experienced the classes that they shared with non-cohort 
members based upon their preconceived notions. 
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This finding highlights the importance of setting appropriate expectations for all 
students about each aspect of the program prior to the start of the program. Similarly, 
Johnson and Johnson (2009) indicated the importance of letting students know what will 
happen and what is expected of them in order to reduce the anxiety of new group 
members. Maher (2005) suggested that the cohort experience should be clearly defined 
before students are admitted to the program rather than at the start the program. While it 
is not known exactly why the experience was different for the IMBA students in the 
study, it is anticipated that program expectations may have been more clearly identified 
for those students prior to the start of the program, since the mixed-cohort format was not 
new to that program. In addition, students who joined the IMBA program had the 
expectation of being welcoming and more inclusive of students with diverse 
backgrounds, which may have additionally helped the IMBA students to embrace the 
non-cohort members in their classes. It is important that expectations are appropriately 
set for all students prior to the start of the program, as these expectations can have a 
dramatic impact on students' experiences. 
This study was also able to compare the impact that different orientation events 
can have on the development of interpersonal bonds among cohort members. The 
findings conferred what previous studies had suggested: that while all types of orientation 
activities can benefit students on a number of levels (Bamett & Caffarella, 1992), there 
are added benefits when these events take place at a distance from campus where students 
are isolated from their everyday lives and can focus on getting to know one another over 
meals and sharing rooms in addition to the orientation activities themselves (Barnett & 
Caffarella, 1992; Barnett & Muse, 1993; Maher, 2004; Seed, 2008). These findings can 
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assist cohort facilitators' in justifying the costs associated with holding overnight 
orientation events and/or team building activities to enhance student relationships in 
cohort-based programs. 
Finally, the findings of the current study identified that students' satisfaction with 
their post-MBA employment impacts students' overall satisfaction with their cohort-
based graduate program. On the survey students were asked whether or not they were 
satisfied with their current employment. That variable was added to Regression Model 5, 
which indicated that holding other variables constant, satisfaction with post-MBA 
employment increased students' overall satisfaction with their graduate program by 
16.4% or 0.82 points on a 5-point Likert scale. In addition, one of the IMBA students 
mentioned the importance of career services at the end of his interview when he was 
asked if there was anything else that we should know about his experience with the 
cohort program. He said, "No matter what school you go to, if you can't come out and 
get a good job it isn't worth anything." He added, "My only recommendation is to invest 
a little bit more on other supports such as career services." 
While these finding did not directly answer any of the research questions and 
therefore were not highlighted in chapter four, they have relevant implications for full-
time, cohort-based, graduate business programs. Since satisfaction with employment 
appears to be related to students' overall satisfaction with their graduate business 
program, business programs should study the needs of their students and offer support for 
job attainment appropriately. 
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Suggestions for Future Research 
The results of this study are not intended to be generalized to all students involved 
with graduate-level programs utilizing a mixed-cohort format, but rather to help 
educators begin to understand the impact that changing from one cohort format to another 
in the middle of a graduate program has on students by explaining the experiences of 
students from two specific graduate programs. Donmoyer (1990) writes: "Case study 
research might be used to expand and enrich the repertoire of social constructions 
available to practitioners and others; it may help, in other words, in the forming of 
questions rather than the finding of answers" (p. 182). This study has begun to fill the 
void left in the literature about students' perceptions of a mixed-cohort format and paves 
the way for future research. 
One suggestion for future research would be to replicate the current study with 
students who participated in the program from 2008 through the present to compare and 
contrast student experiences. As indicated above, some changed have already been made 
to the MBA and IMBA programs based upon the feedback that was received from the 
students who were later enrolled in the current study. In addition to the changes indicated 
above, changes were made to orientation activities in 2008 so that students from both 
programs could participate in joint activities and get to know one another before they 
started taking some classes together. As some the changes that have already been made 
also surfaced as significant findings of the current study, it would be interesting to 
compare the experiences of students who enrolled after 2008 varied from those who were 
enrolled in 2006 and 2007. 
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Another suggestion would be to conduct a longitudinal study, interviewing 
students first during the closed-cohort portion of the program, again during the open-
cohort portion of the program, and finally a few years after the completion of the program 
to see how their views about the mixed-cohort format change with time. Maher (2005) 
found that some of the students' responses changed as they continued in their program. 
This type of study would be particularly beneficial, since few longitudinal studies 
currently exist in the literature regarding student cohort experiences and development, 
especially in programs using a mix of cohort formats. 
A final recommendation would be to replicate the current study with other 
graduate programs utilizing a mixed-cohort format. A number of professional programs, 
including MBA programs across the country, utilize a mixture of closed-, open-, and fluid 
cohorts. Being able to compare and contrast the experiences of students in MBA 
programs from other institutions utilizing a similar mixed-cohort format could prove to 
be very insightful. For example, it would be particularly helpful to know if students in 
other programs also had varying opinions in regards to the ideal mixed-cohort format or 
if they had stronger opinions regarding how long students should stay in the closed-
cohort portion of the program. 
Conclusion 
If the use of cohort-based programing continues its current trajectory of increased 
use and popularity, future research on cohorts will continue to assist graduate programs in 
developing programs that afford students the best opportunity to maximize their 
academic and personal growth while developing the interpersonal relationships that will 
help students to grow emotionally and meet their goals. While many graduate level 
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programs utilize the more traditional closed-, open-, or fluid-cohort formats, it has 
become popular for professional graduate programs to mix cohort formats, such that 
students start the program in a closed-cohort and then move to an open- or fluid-cohort at 
some point during their program. 
Mixing multiple cohort formats within a single graduate-level program remains a 
relatively unexplored area that may prove to be beneficial for students on a number of 
levels. The findings of the current study suggest that a mixed-cohort format can afford 
students the advantages of a closed-cohort while also providing students with the 
diversity and networking opportunities normally associated with larger programs. 
According to the findings from this study, the length of time that students are in the 
closed-cohort may not be as important as making sure that the right students are involved 
in the cohort, ensuring that expectations about the program are clearly articulated for all 
students, and providing orientation activities that help students establish interpersonal 
bonds that will continue to grow as students move through the program. This indicates 
that programs may have some flexibility in mixing cohort formats in order to fit within 
limited resources while designing a program that works well for individual institutions. 
This study has only begun to fill the gap in the literature surrounding the impact 
that a mixed-cohort format has on students' individual learning and development as well 
as the nature of their relationships—including the development of interpersonal bonds— 
with their initial cohort members and others in the program. Since the design and 
membership of the cohort have the potential to dramatically influence students' 
experiences in their graduate studies for better or worse, it is hoped that this is merely the 
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1. Informed Consent 
Cohort Experience Survey 
Kacy Kiner Hayes, a student in the School of Leadership and Education Sciences at the University of San Diego. invites 
you to participate in a research project she is conducting for her doctoral dbsertation. The purpose of (he research is to 
WMterstand how participation in a cohort-based program impacts students' experiences in their graduate program 
Specificaty. this study seeks to understand the perception that alumni have of changing from a closed -cohort, where 
they took classes with the same group of students during the first termteemester of the program, to an open -cohort, 
where they had classes with non -cohort members alter the first term/semester of the program. 
The project writ involve a brief survey that asks questions about your experience with your oohort -based graduate 
program. The survey should take you no longer than 25 minutes to complete At the end of the survey you (Mil be given a 
chanoe to enter your name in a drawing for S100 in appreciation for your participation in this phase of the study You wall 
also be asked if you woukf like to volunteer to participate in the second phase of the study 
Participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to answer any question and/or opt out at any time Your responses 
to swvey questions wM be anonymous: even the researcher kmI not know the identity of survey respondents Al survey 
daU will be stored in a password-protected file for a minimum of five years before being destroyed Any contact 
information provided at the end of the survey by participants who indicate uriMngness to take part on the second phase of 
the study will also be kept confidential. neither the graduate program office nor the university wil know of your decision to 
participate in either phase of this study. 
There are no other verbal or written agreements related to this study beyond that expressed in this consent form K you 
have any questions about tfrs research, please contact Kacy Kilner Hayes at 019 -XXX-XXXX/khayesQsartdiego.edu or 
Or. Athena Perralris. the chairperson of Kacy's dissertation committee, at the University of San Diego at 810 -260-XXXX 
/athenaQsandiego.edu. 
The benefit to participating will be in knowing that you helped educators team how to enhance the cohort experience for 
graduate students. By clicking the box below, you indicate your wilSngness to participate in this study. 
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3. Cohort Questions 
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classes with you during the first semester. Based upon this definition, please select Ihe responses that best reflect your 
cohort experience. 




21. Did the fact that your MBA/IMBA was a cohort-based program have any impact on 
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RWnBMl 7MUHM Mdon 
GWMWItflWKfl. 
27. How satisfied were you with the following? 
Mathw CUtitltf ffl nor 
EttWiMfy OMttflM Sonevtut OKuMcd saMBto Soranftat SJWM EJflrtmny SJIMM 
TT* tact mal youmrtM r c r c r 
cwng q»«« mm ituawti 
ouMae or yot* ootnt after 
mend or V»ra 
28. What do you feel would be the ideal length of time to be in class with only your 
cohort members? 
r 1 T«m (Fan S«fflMttr) 
C 2 T«tt* (Fan semMM ana ntera«*»or) 
r jT«rn»(FaiS«T««wr, wetiewKniSpffigStriewer) 
f The En** Proyam 
29. How much do you agree with the following statement? 
Stronay Dum SMMIyDfcagree IW*"a f***®n0' Sonwrtiat Agree StmOfAmt 
Agfce 
1 Ttwvl it onicui 10 aquct C c C C C 
to DaMng non-cmort 
iranMsdmyeutaet 
anw mt iwt wtww at 
B* program. 
30. What impact did having non-cohort members in your classes after the first semester 
have on each of the following? 
OftVMly Ncgana SanwWut Ntganw NMwrNtgatenor SoiMilUM Baiwnwy PottMt 
Brpaa Impact Pwrew Impact impact impact 
YouaMtyto aoNeve C C C C C 
pertormant* mtnfl? 
The reiaMnmpt you had 
»meo«Mnoonc» 
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31. Approximately what percentage of your initial cohort members are you still in touch 




Cohort I xpenence 
4. Open-ended Questions 
32. To what extent, if any, did initial orientation events (from your first day on campus 
through the first two/three weeks) influence the development of relationships among 
initial cohort members? 
-I 
J 
33. What were the benefits/disadvantages of starting the program as a cohort? 
J 
34. What were the benefits/disadvantages of having other students in your classes after 
the end of the first semester? 
3 
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5. Follow-up Interview 
Thank you for taking the bme to complete this survey Your participation wM ugnAcantfy contribute to the current 
research on graduate level cohort-based learning. In appreciation for your time, you are invited to have your name entered 
in a drawing for $100. 
In order to keep your current survey responses anonymous, you will automabcaiy be taken to another survey otfwn you 
dick 'done* below before you «m be asked to provide your name and contact information. In t>is new survey you wi* be 
given an opportunity to do two things: 
1) Provide your name for the drawing 
2) Volunteer for the second phase of the study 
Thank you! 
APPENDIX B 
Opportunity Drawing /Volunteer Survey 
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Interview Volunteers 
1. Follow-up Interview Request 
You Kaw now entered a new survey (note: the We above in green has ch«xjed from Cohort Experience to Interview 
Volunteers). 
Thanks again for oompJeong the survey portion of the study. As a token of Kacy*s appreciation. please respond to 
question #1 below to be induded in a (touring ** $100. 
As previously mentioned. Kacy wil also be conducting Mow-up interviews in older to gain a deeper understating cf the 
•npact of cohort-based programming and to learn more atxxrt alumni perceptions Of changing from a closed-cohort format 
to an open-cohort format after the first term of the program. 
Interviews Ml reman confidential and your decision to participate is voluntary Interviews should last no longer than 4540 
innutes. 
Among those who volunteer, individuals wM be randomly selected to be interviewed. Interviewees vwl receive their choice 
of a $15 gift card to either Staitxxfcs or iTunes for (hear participation. 
1. Please provide your name and email address if you would like to be included in the 
drawing for $100 for your participation in the first phase of the study. 
Mjmr | 
Email | 
* 2. Would you like to volunteer for a follow-up interview? 
f vet. I woua IU to to t» irttrvwwM 
C NO. I pre*r to pau on trie ntervtew al tne curort time. 
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Interview Volunteers 
2. Thank you for voiunteenng! 
Thank you for volunteering for a follow-up interview. 14 you art selected. Kacy wil be in touch to schedule the interview at 
a time and place convenient for you. 
1. First Name 
2. Email Address 
3. Program 
r FUMifne MBA 
r IMBA 





3. Thank you for your participation 
Thank you for taking the time to complete this survey. Your participation «mN significantly contribute to the currcnl 
research on graduate level oohort-based teaming. 
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Interview Guide - Student Perspective 
Thank you for volunteering to participate in an interview regarding your experience in a 
cohort-based graduate program. Throughout our discussion today, the term "cohort" 
refers to the group of students that entered the program with you and were in classes with 
you the first semester of the program. 
1. How would you describe your overall experience with your MBA/IMBA cohort? 
2. How would you describe your relationships with your cohort members? 
a. Probe: How did you get along with your classmates personally and 
professionally? 
b. Probe: What types of social activities did you participate in with your 
cohort members outside of class during the first semester of the program? 
c. Probe: Where there any outside factors (e.g. family or work) that may 
have impacted your relationship with your cohort members? 
d. Probe: Did your relationship(s) change over time? 
3. What factors do you identify as contributing to the development of relationships 
among cohort members and the functioning of the cohort's development more 
generally? 
a. Probe: In what ways, if at all, did orientation activities contribute to the 
development of relationships among cohort members? 
b. Probe: In what ways, if at all, did the initial course with [Dr. Henry] 
contribute to the development of cohort relationships and the cohort in 
general? 
c. Probe: Can you think of any additional factors that influenced the 
development of relationships among the cohort? 
4. In what ways, if at all, did your cohort contribute to your learning, development, 
and academic performance during the program? 
a. Probe: If applicable, what factors do you think influenced your academic 
performance during your study abroad experience? 
b. Probe: Did your interactions with your cohort during the program impact 
your personal life outside of the program in any way? 
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5. If applicable, did you have any non-cohort members (e.g. exchange or dual degree 
students) in your classes during the first semester, and if so, how did the presence 
of those non-cohort members impact your cohort experience during the first 
semester? 
6. What were your experiences in changing from a closed-cohort (when you took all 
of your classes with the same students the first semester) to an open-cohort (when 
you were in classes with non-cohort members after the first semester)? 
a. Probe: In what ways, if at all, did having new students in some of your 
classes starting in the second semester impact your own learning and/or 
development? 
b. Probe: Did having new students in some of your classes starting in the 
second semester impact your relationships with your initial cohort 
members in any way? 
c. Probe: Did the socialization among your cohort members change after the 
first semester of the program? 
d. Probe: Did starting the program with a closed-cohort impact your 
relationships with the non-cohort members in your classes after the first 
semester in any way? 
e. Probe: Were there other factors outside of the change in cohort format that 
may have changed your experience between the first and second 
semesters? 
7. What did you like best about changing from a closed-cohort format to an open-
cohort format after the first semester? 
8. What did you like least about changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort 
after the first semester? 
9. At the time that you ended the program, what would you have said was an ideal 
cohort format for the program? Has your opinion about the format changed now 
that you have been out of the program for a little while? 
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Interview Guide - Faculty/Administrator Perspective 
Thank you for volunteering to participate in an interview regarding your experience 
teaching in and/or overseeing a cohort-based graduate program. Throughout the 
discussion today, the term "cohort" refers to the group of students that entered the 
MBA/IMBA programs and took classes together as a group during the first semester of 
the program. Specifically, the current study includes the MBA and IMBA cohorts that 
started in 2006 and 2007. Please share any details you recall about those specific groups 
as well as your general observations about the mixed-cohort format, where students take 
classes as a closed group in the first semester and then start taking some courses with 
non-cohort members in subsequent semesters, utilized by these programs. 
1. What has been your experience with the MBA/IMBA mixed-cohort format? 
a. Probe: What has been or continues to be your role in these programs? 
b. Probe: Were you involved in the development of any part of the 
MBA/IMBA programs or the selection of the cohort format utilized? If 
so, in what way(s)? 
2. If applicable, in what ways was the cohesiveness of the cohort taken into 
consideration when admitting students to those programs, if at all? 
3. What factors have you identified as contributing to the development of 
relationships among cohort members and the functioning of the cohorts' 
development more generally? 
a. Probe: Were you aware of any ways in which orientation activities, 
including everything from the first day on campus through the team 
building exercises on the beach or in Mexico, contributed to the 
development of relationships among cohort members? 
b. Probe: Have class activities contributed to the development of 
relationships among cohort members in any way? 
c. Probe: Can you think of any additional factors that have influenced the 
development of relationships among the cohorts? 
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If applicable, in what ways have you observed the cohort contributing to students' 
learning, development, and academic performance during the first semester of the 
program, if at all? 
If applicable, in what ways does changing from a closed-cohort to an open-cohort 
after the first semester seem to impact students, if at all? 
a. Probe: Have you noticed any differences in students' learning, 
motivation, or attitudes about the program that may be attributed to the 
change in cohort formats? If so, what have you noticed? 
b. Probe: Does the cohort experience in the first semester seem to impact the 
relationships that students have with the non-cohort members in their 
classes after the first semester in any way? 
c. Probe: What other factors, if any, do you think may impact students' 
experience between the first and second semesters of the program outside 
of the change in cohort format? 
Is there anything else that you feel I should know about your experience teaching 
in and/or overseeing these cohort-based programs? 
Is there anyone else that you feel that I should be sure to talk with about the 
mixed-cohort format utilized by these two graduate programs? 
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Interview Participant Consent Form - Student Participants 
Graduate Student Experiences: The Impact of a Mixed-Cohort Format 
Kacy Kilner Hayes is a doctoral student in Leadership Studies at the School of 
Leadership and Education Sciences at the University of San Diego. You are invited to 
participate in a research project she is conducting for the purpose of exploring graduate 
students' experiences with a cohort-based program. 
The project will involve one interview that asks questions about your experience 
with your cohort-based program. The interview will last approximately 30 to 45 minutes 
and will take place at a time and location convenient for you. In case any further 
explanation is required regarding any of your statements, you will be asked to respond to 
any follow-up questions via email. You will be sent a copy of the transcribed interview so 
that you may verify that the transcript conveys your reflections of your experience in a 
cohort-based program. 
The information you provide will be analyzed and studied in a manner that 
protects your identity. For instance, a code number will be used and that your real name 
will not appear on any of the study materials. All information you provide will remain 
confidential and locked in the researcher's home office for a minimum of five years 
before being destroyed. 
Participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to answer any question 
and/or quit at any time. Should you choose to quit, no one will be upset with you and 
your information will be destroyed right away. Neither the graduate program office nor 
the university will know of your decision to either continue or terminate your 
participation in this study. 
While it is not expected that the topic of this interview will evoke strong 
emotions, sometimes people feel anxious or sad when talking about or reflecting on their 
personal experiences. If you would like to talk to someone about your feelings, you can 
call the San Diego Mental Health Hotline at 1-800-479-3339. Remember, you can stop 
the interview at any time if you feel tired or for any other reason. 
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The benefit to participating will be in knowing that you helped educators learn 
how to enhance the cohort experience for future graduate students. You will receive your 
choice of a $15 Starbucks or iTunes gift card as a token of appreciation for your time. 
If you have any questions about this research, please contact Kacy Kilner Hayes 
at 619-XXX-XXXX or Dr. Fred Galloway, the chairperson of Kacy's dissertation 
committee, at the University of San Diego at 619-XXX-XXXX. 
I have read and understand this form, and consent to the research it describes to me. I 
have received a copy of this consent form for my records. 
S ignature of Participant Date 
Name of Participant (Printed) Email Address of Participant 
Signature of Principal Investigator Date 
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Interview Participant Consent Form - Faculty/Administrator Participants 
Graduate Student Experiences: The Impact of a Mixed-Cohort Format 
Kacy Kilner Hayes is a doctoral student in Leadership Studies at the School of 
Leadership and Education Sciences at the University of San Diego. You are invited to 
participate in a research project she is conducting for the purpose of exploring graduate 
students' experiences with a cohort-based program. 
The project will involve one interview that asks questions about your experience 
in teaching or working with students in a mixed-cohort format program. The interview 
will last approximately 30 to 45 minutes and will take place at a time and location 
convenient for you. In case any further explanation is required regarding any of your 
statements, you will be asked to respond to any follow-up questions via email. You will 
be sent a copy of the transcribed interview so that you may verify that the transcript 
conveys your reflections of your experience with the cohort-based program(s) involved in 
the study. 
The information you provide will be analyzed and studied in a manner that 
protects your identity. For instance, a code number will be used and that your real name 
will not appear on any of the study materials. All information you provide will remain 
confidential and locked in the researcher's home office for a minimum of five years 
before being destroyed. 
Participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to answer any question 
and/or quit at any time. Should you choose to quit, no one will be upset with you and 
your information will be destroyed right away. Neither the graduate program office nor 
the university will know of your decision to either continue or terminate your 
participation in this study. 
While it is not expected that the topic of this interview will evoke strong 
emotions, sometimes people feel anxious or sad when talking or reflecting on their 
personal experiences. If you would like to talk to someone about your feelings, you can 
call the San Diego Mental Health Hotline at 1-800-479-3339. Remember, you can stop 
the interview at any time if you feel tired or for any other reason. 
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If you have any questions about this research, please contact Kacy Kilner Hayes 
at 619-XXX-XXXX or Dr. Fred Galloway, the chairperson of Kacy's dissertation 
committee, at the University of San Diego at 619-XXX-XXXX. 
I have read and understand this form, and consent to the research it describes to me. I 
have received a copy of this consent form for my records. 
S ignature o f Partic ipant Date 
Name of Participant (Printed) Email Address of Participant 
Signature of Principal Investigator Date 
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Email to Recruit Survey Participants 
Email Subject Line: USD MBA/IMBA Alumni Only - Help Needed 
Dear [First Name of Alum(na)], 
My name is Kacy Kilner Hayes and I am a doctoral student in the School of Leadership 
and Education Sciences at the University of San Diego. I am conducting my dissertation 
on graduate cohort experiences and 1 really need your help! I value your opinions and 
hope you will share about your cohort experience by completing a brief survey. 
It is expected that the survey will take no more than 20-25 minutes to complete. It will be 
conducted through SurveyMonkey, an online survey tool. The identity of survey 
participants will be anonymous and participation is voluntary. In appreciation for your 
time, you may enter your name for a drawing for $100 at the end of the survey (this will 
be done in a second survey to ensure your initial responses remain anonymous). 
To volunteer for the study, simply click on the following link: 
http://www.surveymonkey.eom/s/D636SQX 
I hope you will take advantage of this opportunity to become involved in student research 
and make a difference in the development of future cohort-based graduate programs. 
Your participation is critical for the successful completion of my doctoral dissertation. 
Thank you in advance for your help! 
Kind regards, 
Kacy Kilner Hayes 
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Email to Remind Alumni to Complete the Survey 
Email Subject Line: MBA/IMBA Alumni Request 
Dear [First Name of Alum(na)], 
I am still looking for volunteers to complete a brief survey for my dissertation on 
graduate cohort experiences. If you haven't already responded, I hope you will take 10 -
15 minutes to answer a few questions about your cohort experience. The identity of 
survey participants will be anonymous and participation is completely voluntary. In 
appreciation for your time, you may enter your name for a drawing for $100 at the end of 
the survey (this will be done in a second survey to ensure your initial responses remain 
anonymous). 
Only four cohort groups are included in this study, so I really need your participation. To 
volunteer for the study, simply click on the following link: 
http://www.survevmonkev.eom/s/D636SQX. 
If you already completed the survey - THANK YOU! 
The type of cohort that you experienced is somewhat unique and has not been studied in 
the past. Your involvement will make a difference in the development of future cohort-
based graduate programs. Thank you for volunteering! 
Kind regards, 
Kacy Kilner Hayes 
Researcher, Ph.D. Candidate 
khayes@sandiego.edu 
APPENDIX I 
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Thank You Email 
Subject: Thank you! 
Dear [First Name of Alum(na)], 
Thank you very much for taking the time to complete my survey regarding your cohort 
experience. Your responses will be a great help to me as I complete my dissertation and 
will also help the development of future cohort-based programs. As promised, you will 
be entered into a drawing for $100 as soon as I am finished collecting survey responses. 
I am still in need of volunteers and would appreciate it if you would encourage any of 
your cohort members to complete my survey by forwarding the request for volunteers 
included below. 
Thanks again for your help. I will be in touch soon. 
Very kind regards, 
Kacy Kilner Hayes 
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Thank You for Volunteering and Delay of Study 
Dear [First Name of Alum(na)], 
Thanks again for completing a survey regarding your cohort experience for my dissertation 
research. Thanks to your help the overall response rate was quite strong. I wanted to let you 
know that an IMBA student from the cohort that started in the fall of 2006 was drawn to win the 
$100 for completing the drawing. 
In the survey you indicated that you would be happy to volunteer for a follow-up interview for the 
second phase of my study. Thank you! I wanted to let you know that I am expecting a baby in a 
couple of weeks and have delayed the second part of my data collection until after my maternity 
leave. I will be contacting people for possible interviews in 3 to 5 months. In the meantime, please 
do not hesitate to contact me with any questions. 
Gratefully, 
Kacy Kilner Hayes 
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Email to Recruit Interview Participants 
Email Subject Line: Special Request 
Dear [First Name of Alum(na)], 
Back in late 2009 or early 2010 you volunteered to participate in an interview for the 
second phase of the study I'm conducting for my dissertation. After taking some time off 
of this project after having a baby, I'm now ready to conduct the interviews. I hope that 
you are still willing to share about your graduate cohort experience by participating in a 
short interview. 
Interviews are expected to last no longer than 30 - 45 minutes and will be conducted at a 
time and place or medium (i.e. phone or Skype) convenient for you. Participation is 
voluntary. Your responses as well as your decision to participate will be strictly 
confidential. In appreciation for your time, you will receive a $ 15 gift card to either 
Starbucks or iTunes. 
To participate, simply respond to this email and let me know two or three dates and times 
that would work best for an interview within the next few weeks; I will then do my best 
to make one of those times work with my schedule. By participating, you will help 
educators learn how to enhance the cohort experience for future graduate students. 
I look forward to talking with you soon. 
Kind regards, 
Kacy Kilner Hayes 
Researcher, Ph.D. Candidate 
khayes@sandiego.edu 
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Email to Recruit Recommended Interview Participants 
Email Subject Line: USD MBA/IMBA Special Request 
Dear [First Name of Alum(na)], 
One or more of your former [Program Name] classmates suggested that I contact you 
regarding the second phase of my doctoral dissertation study because they feel that you 
may have a unique perspective to offer. I hope that you will accept my invitation to share 
about your graduate cohort experience by participating in a short interview. 
Interviews are expected to last no longer than 30 to 45 minutes and will be conducted at a 
time and place or medium (i.e. phone or Skype) convenient for you. Participation is 
voluntary. Your responses as well as your decision to participate will be strictly 
confidential. In appreciation for your time, you will receive a $15 gift card to either 
Starbucks or iTunes. 
To participate, simply respond to this email and let me know two or three dates and times 
that would work best for an interview; I will then do my best to make one of those times 
work with my schedule. By participating, you will help educators learn how to enhance 
the cohort experience for future graduate students. 
I look forward to talking with you soon. 
Kind regards, 
Kacy Kilner Hayes 
Researcher, Ph.D. Candidate 
khayes@sandiego.edu 
